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Knowing ..
If you can smile as a child does 
love as a mother does,
If you can understand a tear 
feel a wrinkle, touch a thorn,
If you can flow as a river 
stand like a mountain,
If you can smell the earth
drink the raindrop, reflect the sun,
If you can walk with
and live your moments together
yes, I know you.
If you know the brightness of a flower's color 
the wonder of a bloom,
the rhythm of a tone
the purpose of a bird’s song,
If you know the fullness of your empty moments 
the space your weaknesses open,
the richness in silence 
the vibrant stillness,
If you know the sparkle in eyes 
the conversation a touch makes
then, You know me.
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Most women in India are restricted in their experiencing of the fundamental rights of a 
human life. Some of these are right to birth and life, right to health, education, self-respect, 
dignity and identity, right to fear-free and taboo-free marital life, decision-making and 
participation in social, civil and political activities. In other words, they are forced to live as 
second-class citizens in a modem democratic society characterised by inequalities. Their 
personal and social space is curtailed in a patriarchal set up diminishing their individuality 
and capabilities for becoming fully contributing and participating citizens.
This study explores the lives of Indian women and their opportunities for accessing 
education with its relevance to enhance their capabilities to become full citizens in a 
democracy. It exposes the realities of their lives by exploring a lived experience through an 
autoethnographic approach. It challenges the essence and utility of the present day education 
system, which perpetuates the divisions and inequalities that exist. This research will 
employ autoethnographic methodology including dialogues and narrative presented within a 
specific socio-cultural context.
The thesis recognises the strength of the human capabilities approach and recommends the 
advocacy and contribution of citizenship education to that approach. This has the potential 
to enable both women and men to become informed citizens. It argues that an educational 
process that empowers all people can bring critical emancipatory awareness to girls and 
women ensuring equity, self-identity and a better quality of life. It highlights the need for 
girls and women to gain fuller equity and participation through education that incorporates 
life skills, personal development, awareness of human rights and that practises the* 
philosophy of value-based education. It suggests that formal and non-formal education 
should open up more space for these processes.
Key words: Girls, women, rights, emancipation, participative citizenship, education, 
autoethnography, gender and development, capabilities
IV
*Acknowfedament
My heartfelt thanks. To all the individuals involved in this 
research at various levels, for contributing differently, for 
encouraging, for stimulating, for facilitating, and for caring.
I thank my family for helping me to enter this 'second innings' of 
academic studies. My second elder sister, who is acutely sensitive 
to my dreams, my visions and the realities, deserves special 
mention here. She does her best to fill the void left by my mother 
who continues to be my strength.
As an international student I felt typically rootless in Australia. 
Many kind people extended warmth, comfort, care and concern. I am 
indeed grateful to all of them - Joan, Lakshmi and Dr.Sundaram, 
Lenore and Joe, Veena and Dr.Hariharan, and many others.
Big thanks for your encouragement and support - Gayathri , Lakshmi, 
Meril, Prasanna, Ravi & Uma, Santosh, Sindhu, Vasu & Lakshmi, staff 
of ARALU organisation and lot more friends in India.
Special thanks to K.T. Meril of ARALU organisation and Eric Brymer, 
a doctoral student of Education faculty, for permitting me to use 
photographs from their collection. Both kept in touch with my 
thesis. Meril is my well wisher. Eric has been a motivator and 
supporter; he read my thesis draft and came up with important 
observations.
I sincerely and deeply thank a wonderful, humane individual - 
Dr.Christine Fox. I found her after almost two weeks of my search 
in two faculties for a right supervisor. Her able supervision and 
willingness to share my activist experiences and anxieties emerging 
from my Third World background are invaluable. While being 
responsive to my needs, she also helped me overcome my academic 
limitations. As a development activist I relate to her deep 
insights and sharp awareness. As a student I am greatly impressed 
by her superb scholarly support. I am grateful to you, Christine.
I also thank Associate Professor Jan Wright and Dr.Pauline Lysaght „ 
for their kindness and cooperation. Pauline helped me at the 
research proposal writing stage. Jan read the first chapter of my 
thesis and suitably guided me at later stages of writing.
Thanks to the Faculty of Education members, and to the University 
of Wollongong for having me as a student.
I remain indebted to all those women who are subordinated through 










Background to the study 1
The scenario of gender inequalities in India 4
Significance of the research 7
The role o f education in India 7
Need for a new perspective 9
Research problem 10
Research methodology H
History, analysis and critique H
How I  started looking at women fs stories 13
Ethnography: my personal experience so far 15
Autoethnography as a methodological resource 17
Overview of chapters 22
Chapter 2: Literature Review 24
Introduction ^
Indian philosophy of education ^
India: Unity within diversity ^
Women’s position in India: an historical time line 31
Women and British Colonialism 37
Gender image in post-independence India ^0
Women and Indian literature: The image of women 41
Women and education in British Colonial India ^5
Women’s education during post-independent India 30
The current situation 32
Chapter 3: Women and education for development 55
Situating the self 55
Personal educational philosophy 55
The voices in my story: their positioning 69
Women and development in India 70
Gender question: global perspective 74
Summary 80
Chapter 4: Sakhi Katha (Sakhi's story) 83
Why do I tell my story as Sakhi 
Elder sister, Elder sister 
Younger sister, Younger sister 
Prologue
Interleaves 1: My grandmother 
Interleaves 2: My mother 












Chapter 5: Towards emancipatory education
Human capabilities approach 



















The cycle which includes our coming and going 
Has no discernible beginning nor end;
Nobody has got this matter straight -  
Where we come from and where we go to.
(Quatrain No. 10)
-  The Rubaiyat o f Omar Khayyam, Persian Sufi poet o f 14th century
In  a society in which the menfolk have no mercy, no religion, no 
sense of justice, no sense of good or bad, in which mere 
conventionality is considered the chief activity and the supreme 
religion, let no more women be born.
-  Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar 
(Bengali Social Reformer, 1820-91)
Women are half the world's population, yet they do two thirds of 
the world's work, earn one-tenth of the world's income, and own 
less than one-hundredth of thè world's property.
-  UN, 1985
Background to the study:
The women of India are faced with a particular predicament, which has a powerful impact 
on their lives. The majority of women are independent in running a household, capable of 
engaging themselves in an economic activity, and are active in everyday matters affecting 
the family. Yet there are perceptible divisions amongst men and women which work to 
subordinate women; and these are created in specific socio-cultural and religious contexts. 
This predicament leads to both conformity and resistance and further, to a position of 
women's subjugation.
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This predicament is common in a changing world. It is the topic of much feminist literature 
worldwide, although there are differing views and interpretations among researchers, 
including leading feminist researchers, as will be further explored in this thesis.
On one hand there is an encouraging scenario in India where women are leaders in most of 
the public and private spheres. For example Medha Patkar (Right Livelihood awardee) 
leads a major environmental movement like the Narmada Bachao Andolan. Many women 
are ruling or have held the reins of the state government machinery in the position of Chief 
Ministers (Jayalalitha of Tamil Nadu, Mayawati of Uttar Pradesh, Mamatha Baneijee of 
West Bengal, Sheila Dikshit of Delhi). Sonia Gandhi leads the oldest political party, the 
Congress (I), as the Opposition party leader. Many women serve as Cabinet-level ministers 
in the national government, and women councillors hold the reins at the local decentralised 
administrative bodies (Sooryarmoorthy & Renjini 2000). There are also well-known 
women industrialists, Information Technology experts and artistes.
At the same time, the increasing threats to the survival, well-being and sustenance of girl 
children and women call for attention and action. Increases in female foeticide, further 
drops in the sex ratio in the Indian population, increased cases of violence against women 
and dowry deaths, wide disparities in payment at the labour level, and fewer women in 
key/top positions than men speak volumes about the question facing Indian women today -  
the need for change. The paradox is that Indian women have agency in their everyday lives 
(Cranney 2001) but are still bound by conventional cultural values and traditions resulting 
in a condition where their position as fully functioning human beings is almost impossible 
(Nussbaum 2000). The issue of women's status is deeply embedded in Indian socio-cultural 
and historical background. Despite their agency and scope for emancipation in a 
democratic political structure, they remain second-class citizens at the dawn of the new 
millennium.
In contemporary India, the oppression of, and discrimination against females requires an 
in-depth understanding, which is based on the everyday lived experience of women.
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In this thesis I focus on the definitive role of education, its relevance, its utility and 
practice in the lives of girls and women in India. I explore the role of education in women's 
lives as in education assisting them in their emancipation. Through my own lived 
experience as an Indian woman, daughter and grand daughter of Indian women, I base my 
discussion of gender inequalities. And how the process of education is impacting upon the 
females in understanding these inequalities and preparing them to address the issue. The 
context for my personal explorations is the democratic political structure of India and the 
degree to which rights are realised in practice. Gender equality is well-defined and 
guaranteed in the Constitution but it is not the case despite significant presence of women's 
agency (Nussbaum 2000). At the end of this thesis, I present a new perspective on 
emancipatory education for girls' and women's development through Martha Nussbaum's 
human capabilities approach. She traces her work on central functional human capabilities 
approach since the days of its introduction as an index of human development at the UN 
level. The initial team work was led by Amartya Sen.1 Nussbaum presents the framework 
in the context of many world philosophies -  of India, of Greece and of the modem West. I 
find the frame relevant to my thesis as she bases the frame on the studies of Indian women 
and development (Women and human development, 2000).
It will be argued in this thesis that what is required is a concept of agency for change, 
which emerges from a combination of Indian cultural and traditional values, which 
epitomise equity and participation, and contemporary practical thinking. There is an 
enormous amount of people's emancipatory work already being conducted in India with a 
special focus on the empowerment of girl children and women. However these tend to 
focus on functional literacy, economic growth and participation activities and on health 
aspects (for example Mahila Samakhya, a Government-sponsored women's empowerment 
project running in several states of India). There is a larger need and a wider scope for 
women's emancipation in India now, using new approaches such as human capabilities 
approach through education.
1 “the capability approach to a person’s advantage is concerned with evaluating it in terms o f his or her actual 
ability to achieve various valuable functionings as a part o f living” (Sen 1993, p.30).
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The scenario of gender inequalities in India
Gender inequalities in India are socio-culturally rooted in patriarchy with an additional 
influence from religion and tradition. From this context emerge vast differences in the 
experiences of male and female children.
The different life chances between males and females begin even before the child is bom. 
Despite stringent legislation banning female foeticide, the abortion of female foetuses 
continues even today in India. The sex ratio in the age group of 0-6 years is 927 females 
per 1000 males (from the results of Indian Census 2001 announced in March 2001) 
declining from 945 girls per 1000 boys in 1991. In fact there are more educated people and 
the per capita income is more in affluent states like Haryana, Punjab, Maharashtra, and 
Gujarat; but they also have low sex ratio of 793 females per 1000 males (Shruba 
Mukhaijee in Deccan Herald, November 25, 2001). The menace of female foeticide has its 
tentacles spread all over the country.
Though efforts have been stepped up to tackle these and other issues, the underlying cause 
of the problem is yet to be addressed -  an ill-educated society where women are oppressed 
and where there is deep-rooted gender bias. The patriarchal attitude demeaning the worth 
of a girl child is contingent on beliefs such as those that daughters will not provide support 
for their aged parents, and they are a liability because of the dowry. Daughters in India 
are not called ’successors' because they are not given the right to light the funeral pyre of 
their parents and to relieve them of any future births. While noting down the fact that 
traditional distribution of household resources has been skewed in favour of male child, 
Neera Burra quotes Amartya Sen to draw support:
Amartya Sen rightly points out that '....males are quite often neglectful of the 
interests of females... and make decisions inimical to those interests' (2001, p.486).
The sex ratio in India is 933 women to 1000 men as per the recent Indian Census 
(Results of March 2001). Economist Amartya Sen has calculated the number of missing
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women in the world due to various reasons and the figure that he quotes for India is 
36.7 million. Reported rape cases increased by 32% between 1990 and 1997 (Nussbaum 
2000). Discriminated against within the family, women suffer from malnutrition, poor 
health and illiteracy. Agnihotri (2001) clearly points out the discrimination meted out to 
girl children in the nutrition area. Doing an analysis of time series data on infant and 
child mortality of major Indian states, he shows that while declining infant and child 
mortality levels are sure indicators of development, these may not evenly benefit male 
and female children "especially if the girl children are unable to access the improved 
health infrastructure and nutritional support. The consequent gender gap in mortality is 
a good index of discrimination against the girl children" (p.228).
Within the educational scenario, the girl children are excluded from an equal educational 
environment, and their educational opportunities are oriented towards training them as 
cultural stereotypes. If the curriculum content is participative and empowering for a girl 
child, her parents fear that it is against the age old beliefs and practices and discourage the 
child’s participation in school (Bordia 2000, Burra 2001, Ghosh 1986a, Ghosh 1986b, 
Ghosh & Talbani 1996, McDougall 2000, Unterhalter & Dutt 2001).
Primary education is guaranteed in the Indian Constitution as a fundamental right, and 
access to education in urban areas is easier than in rural areas. However, in India girls from 
rural regions rarely enter the high school owing to socio-cultural and economic biases such 
as parents spending their money on their son's education, rather than their daughter, the 
early maturity of girls, early marriages, mother's preference to train the girl in the 
household chores (Burra 2001). I have observed this closely while working with 
marginalised people in India since 1996 and my lived experience used in this thesis shows 
the same. If the girl is enrolled in the school, whatever literacy a girl acquires in the 
primary school is usually not put to use in her later life either in the parental or marital 
house. So she lacks not only reading and writing skills taught in the formal schooling, but 
she also remains outside the opportunities of improving other literacies like social, 
personal and critical (Freire 1970, Kellner 1998, Roberts 1998) due to her restricted 
exposure and closely guarded upbringing.
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A girl from an urban and semi-urban region is also in a similar situation though she is 
generally literate and 'trained' in school.
A personal experience provides a telling example. I was teaching a course on human rights 
in three colleges -  two among them were women’s colleges -  at Bangalore City, in India, 
During the course I found out that the final year Bachelor's degree students lacked any 
knowledge about the UN Conventions and human rights. They had not heard of the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). 
A couple of the girls were highly impressed when they were informed about women's 
rights and International women's conferences and various people's work on the women's 
empowerment issue. During the classes several instances were documented whereby girls 
(mostly from middle class families) pointed to the many times that they were not treated 
equally with their brothers or to the times that even their mothers showed a preference 
towards their brothers. Later on, the evaluation of the course utility showed that the girls 
wanted the course on human rights to be taught at primary and secondary school stage.
During my work on women's empowerment issue, I have found that many educated 
women of middle and upper-middle class to higher class hesitate to be members of 
women’s groups and participate in the women empowerment work. They fear that their 
families do not approve of such an involvement (pr. documentation 1999 to date, 
Viswanathan 2001). Acceptance of one’s own fate is better than being in the public glare, 
say most women (pr. documentation).
Irrespective of the geographical locations within India, similar sets of traditional and 
cultural norms govern the girl child, and these perpetuate injustice and inequality in her 
adult life also. Neera Burra's (2001) focus on this point draws my attention:
The subordination of the adult woman in the household runs parallel with a 
subordination of the girl child, socialising the latter into the pre-ordained fate that 
she will assume as an adult. The implications of such unequal treatment result in 
limiting the opportunities and choices that girl children may have both at the present 
and in the future. To use Amartya Sen's felicitous phrase, the capabilities of girls will 
be severely restricted by the denial of education (p.484).
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Burra (2001) brings out a keen observation on the work of Amartya Sen, a noted 
development economist, on the issue of empowering girls:
Recent development literature (in particular the work of Amartya Sen) has brought
out the importance of female agency in the welfare of the family and society (p.486).
Unless the culturally stereotyped perception of girls and women is changed, the vision of a 
holistic social change for human development is not possible. Hence a beginning which 
has been made centuries ago for liberation in India needs to be continued for women’s 
emancipation and empowerment. The present thesis takes up this idea and places the 
emphasis on education for equality and participation with the aim of improving the 
realisation of girls' and women's capabilities.
Significance of the research 
The role o f education in India
Education is deemed necessary for a human being to evolve as a person. Yet education 
needs to be critiqued, reconceptualised and transformed if it is to enable people to become 
contributing citizens in a society based on equality, justice, dignity and liberty. Our very 
identity as to who we are and what we think locate us in the educational process (Mohanty 
1990). Such an identity comes with a background of social, psychological, political and 
cultural factors and social constructions such as race, ethnicity, culture and gender (Ghosh 
2000). What needs to be considered in India is what kind of value-based education will 
enable people to become contributing citizens in the society based on equality, justice, 
dignity and liberty. However much of the empowerment work ongoing in India 
concentrates on the literacy issue rather than looking deeper into the educational process 
for critical consciousness and emancipation. To some extent Paulo Freire is implemented 
well on a larger spectrum but he fails where the issue of female subordination is concerned.
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Therefore I maintain that the social change process will not be complete unless we realise 
an equal and just society. So the women’s development and emancipation issues have 
demanded the attention of social thinkers, educationists, economists, sociologists, 
anthropologists, philosophers and human rights activists. The issues must be looked at 
from the perspective of women’s education for their development which entails 
emancipation, social, economic and personal well-being (Nussbaum & Sen 1993, 
Nussbaum 2000). The present study aims to emphasise the need for an education for all 
people, and especially for girls and women so that they can effectively participate in the 
democratic processes as complete citizens.
The significance of this argument lies in the insights for the future of education for women 
in India. The Indian adult literacy rate among women stood at 39% compared with 64% 
among men during the last decade. In this context relevant questions like education for 
whom, how, why, and what should be the content of primary eduction demand more and 
more attention. Besides these, the much neglected issues like educational quality, who 
should be the educators and what is the process of delivery, need more focus, especially so 
after the sweeping impact of globalization. The protestors against globalization have 
ignored and sidelined the issue of female education. Martha Nussbaum (2000) writes that 
”... there are some traditionalists, for whom any support of female education is suspect, as 
a ’Western’ idea and a challenge to long-established customs. Female education is indeed 
subversive’’ (p. 16). True, the questions about the philosophy, role and relevance of 
education to both men and women, and especially for girls seem out-of-place questions in 
the public arena where the struggle for survival takes priority especially with a population 
of 1.2 billion (Indian Census 2001). India ranking 115 in the medium development 
category as per the UN Human Development Report 2001 provides the background to 
show how politics of education and economics of education are sidelining the intrinsic, 
emancipatory value of education. Proponents of female education like Amartya Sen 
demonstrate the necessity of human beings to be equipped with critical emancipatory 
knowledge to participate effectively as citizens (Nussbaum 2000, Bacchus 1997, p.25; 
Freire 1973). I extend this vision to include the special case of girls and women in this 
thesis in the background of perplexing gender inequalities prevailing in India.
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Need for a new perspective
The urgent and clear need for a newer perspective in the area of gender equity and 
participation points to eduction as the most effective medium. Nussbaum underlines this 
very eloquently: "Once women are empowered everywhere in the world, nothing will be 
the same again; and education is a major source of that empowerment" (2000, p.17).
The question of studying gender inequalities and commenting upon the necessity of a 
newer perspective in education is significant since this study is academic in nature and it is 
done through a qualitative research paradigm. Documenting Indian women's lived 
experience of gender inequalities and subordination is rarely done for academic research 
purposes. There is an urgent need for academic research of this nature to add strength and 
legitimation to the women's empowerment work being carried out by grassroots agencies 
(Chitsike 1995).
I bring in this point here because I have been working with marginalised groups of people, 
grassroots organisations that are also development intervention bodies (Non Government 
Organisations) and support (donor) agencies in India since 1996. My work involves 
documented studies of these organisations as part of the process of developing programs 
with peoples from different cultural and religious backgrounds. With my other colleagues 
(NGOs) I have conducted many workshops with diverse objectives but with one goal -  
development using an emancipatory approach. In this sense ethnographic studies and small 
scale research projects have been a part of my work. These studies have a focus outside the 
doors of large academic institutions and universities. Whilst I was aware that these two 
worlds -  academic and grassroots -  operated separately and differently, I noticed a 
common merging point. Research, policy and practice must merge for more practical 
results in the realm of gender and development. Hundreds of stories of women from the 
grassroots need to be heard at the academic level and should pave the way for effective, 
result-oriented policies to be put into practice by social agents. Hence this thesis gains its 
significance from these two approaches -  academic embedded in grassroots functionality.
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Another noticeable point in this thesis is its attempt to examine the value of education as it 
impacts upon human lives to influence their life situations, particularly in the case of 
Indian women. The present study needs to be continued further in this respect, since a 
Master of Education thesis will be somewhat limited in breadth and depth in attempting to 
cover such a wide field.
Research problem
This analytical study inquires into the following objectives and questions about the 
position of Indian women and relevance of education to girls and women and discusses the 
possibilities of their emancipation through education. Hence its objectives are:
— to provide a critical historical background of the position of Indian women despite 
the presence of agency;
— to provide a broad summary and analysis of current theory and practice in gender 
and development in relation to education;
— to highlight gender inequalities across three generations of Indian women by using 
autoethnographic methodology with dialogues and narratives; and
— to propose a way forward for Indian women in terms of emancipatory and 
participatory education.
I have made a beginning in this Masters thesis, attempting to discuss a broad area such as 
gender and educational development with many interconnected aspects relating to gender 
inequalities despite access to education, and empowerment of women through education 
for emancipation. While discussing oppression in Indian women's lives, I also show that 
oppression and subordination are global issues. The thesis incorporates multiple-layered 
arguments critiquing the educational scenario of India, and also the relevance of the 
Education For All programme of the UN in the context of prevailing societal inequalities
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across the globe. In the thesis I weave two major lines of thoughts -  how can the present 
formal education improve the lives of educated and illiterate women in India and how will 
the UN education programmes empower people to overcome such glaring societal 
inequalities. Mere literacy promoted by the UN bodies will not fully empower the women 
and girls in countries like India where gender inequalities are a way of life within a deeply 
rooted patriarchal system.
Research Methodology
History, analysis and critique
The thesis traces gender inequality from a literary, historical and biographical critique. 
This thesis uses an historical and literary analysis of the woman question in India, and 
critiques a number of ways of interpreting gender inequalities and the potential of 
education to address the issues. Following is a brief outline of the main approaches that 
are discussed.
A popular and significant approach is that of Paulo Freire whose Pedagogy o f The 
Oppressed transformed the debate about education, development and emancipation in the 
1970s. The Freirian phrase ‘education for conscientization’ (Freire 1970, 1973, 1985) was 
widely used by development workers in Latin America, Africa and India, and was taken up 
by education scholars throughout the academic world, as the way towards achieving 
critical emancipation. Yet Paulo Freire was somewhat silent on the issue of gender 
inequality and believed that his campaign for empowerment was inclusive of all oppressed 
people.
A number of feminist approaches to education and development for women in the third 
world construct women as victims of patriarchy, which to some extent describes the 
situation of women in India’s socio-cultural system. Some feminists decry this 
construction and the implication that women are placed in a position of resistance. Writers 
such as Cranney (2001) claim that women’s agency is a neglected position, and that
11
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women’s voice for change has greater challenge than depicting women as “other” and the 
“poor of the third world” (Cranney 2001, p.l). She maintains that patriarchy cannot serve 
as the singular cause for female oppression in India. Women’s agency is present in India; 
but to what extent it is operative for their liberation is debatable and requires deeper 
analysis. I argue that in a typical society such as India the discriminatory social system is 
very much rooted in patriarchy with a heavy emphasis on the male as successor model, and 
male as head of the family, beginning with the belief that the son is more valuable than the 
daughter, which is the core of the patriarchal issue. I point out in this thesis that while 
valuing the presence of agency in the lives of women, Western academics over romanticize 
the notion, sidelining the deeper issues of women’s subjugation.
An important proponent of women in the third word is Gayatri Spivak who maintains that 
the voice of women is unheard even when they are speaking (1988, p.253). In this thesis I 
have used Spivak’s work on the ‘subaltern’ (and see also Gramsci 1971 on the subaltern 
and Bacchus 1997) throughout this thesis. Spivak cites Ranajit Guha’s definition of 
subaltemity: "The social groups and elements included in this category represent the 
demographic difference between the total Indian population and all those ... described as 
the 'elite'" (1996, p.203). She cautions the researchers against the "tendency ... towards 
homogenizing and reactive critical descriptions of Third World literatures. ... to 
pedagogic and curricular appropriation of Third World women's texts ..." (1988, p.253). 
In Spivak's words there is an element of the woman's voice going unnoticed even when it 
is speaking and this is very much happening in India today. Employing Spivak's words 
about the subaltern to resonate my arguments about Indian women's subordination, I raise 
a vital point about women's agency in India. More and more female literacy programmes, 
more efforts to maximize economic welfare and growth will not result in the much-needed 
perceptual change as the challenge is to look into the issue of so deeply internalised socio­
cultural beliefs by both men and women. Important recognition of social and political 
participation is needed alongside economic independence as the human needs arise from 
all these areas.
12
A further approach is citizenship education with a gender focus, which has increasingly 
been advocated as a way to highlight the differences between males as public citizens and 
females as occupying the private sphere (Foster 1994, 1997, 2001, Patel 1998, Stromquist 
1997). Through citizenship education, girls and women may be empowered as actively 
participating citizens. Although the steps towards implementing citizenship education are 
not outlined in this thesis, the concept is explored and compared with other literature. In 
the final chapter I argue that citizenship education needs to be combined with Martha 
Nussbaum’s “human capabilities approach” (Nussbaum 1999, 2000) as the most effective 
approach for girls’ and women’s emancipation.
Nussbaum’s human capability approach stems from the work of economist Amartya Sen, 
and from the Human Development Reports of the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP). Her taxonomy of ten particular capabilities are derived from the 
fundamental human rights proclaimed by the UN Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. 
Her work, although fairly recently adopted by grassroots organizations in development 
work, has enormous potential to assist the struggle for female agency to change the 
subordinate position of women. In Chapter Five I review the utility and application of 
Nussbaum’s frame in terms of women’s emancipation.
How I  started looking at women fs stories o f gender inequality and discrimination
My thinking around the issue of gender inequalities assumed a singular focus after my 
mother died in an accident three years ago. I started asking myself was she happy in her 
life; did she live her life to the full, enjoying the fundamental rights as a human being or 
was she merely dutifully carrying out the duties and responsibilities expected of every 
woman in our society? I was acutely aware of the contrast between her subjugated 
position and her intelligence, wisdom, and deep spirituality, as it appeared to me her 
formal education did not help her much in addressing her subordinated position. She often 
said that she had come to terms with her fate and it was too much for her to strive alone to 
change the oppressive situation. Eventually I came across more and more women in my 
world who were acutely unhappy about their situation in their lives but expressed
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helplessness in participating in a change process. This cut across class and caste. Attempts 
to delve a little more deeply unearthed bitterness, helplessness, and surrender. Most of 
these women (my friends, relatives and the marginalised women with whom I worked) 
struggled to keep up their expected duties and tried to fulfil the expected stereotyped roles 
by "adjusting”, "coping with", and "compromising". I noticed similar situations with 
women from both rural and urban contexts. Women from the urban context were all well- 
educated, having studied in colleges, universities, acquired degrees, professional 
certificates, had well-placed occupations; were economically productive and were 
managing their families efficiently. I could not understand why these women could not 
focus on themselves, focus on their awareness of their second-class status in the society. I 
also tried to look back over the years of my childhood, adolescent years and my present 
life as an adult and tried to situate my mother in all these stages. I asked this question: why 
did she fail in her attempts to change her subjugated position and how was she prevented 
from this effort as an educated woman? Could I learn a lesson or two from her position and 
her life; could I make any efforts to change this oppressive situation and if so how would I 
proceed?
I was prompted to study the situation in more depth and breadth. Discussing women's 
oppressive situations and their subordinate position at gender workshops and human 
development training, and while using training material, I would also narrate instances 
from my own life story. I would narrate how my mother, who tried to address the same 
woman question in her own way, was restricted in her efforts, owing to the socio-cultural 
and religious beliefs that governed her life. This began a process which I wanted to 
develop in this thesis. The process is further emancipating and empowering me, bringing 
some positive changes deep inside me (Braud 1998, Cranney 2001, Gilligan 1982, Helle 
1991).
At the same time this thesis brings to the wider academic/socio-political arena, the 
experiences of women from a socio-culturally diverse country like India. As Shrimathi 
Das, who is commencing her research on women autobiographers focusing on multi­
cultural, multi-vocal and multi-dimension aspects under a Harvard University Fellowship,
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observes: "in Africa and America there are more women autobiographers because they like 
to write about their personal lives, while in India, a woman's free expression is restricted 
by societal fears and compulsions" (Vattam, Deccan Herald, December 7, 2001). I also 
find support from Usha Devi (1992) as she writes in her Research Perspective for 
Understanding Women ’s Education, pointing to the limitations of traditional academic 
research:
By and large the method adopted for studying various issues of women’s education 
has been normative and descriptive surveys (about 80 per cent). In fact methods such 
as experimental, case study, content analysis and anthropological have received very 
scant attention despite broadening of the concept and scope of education. The latest 
trend in educational researches from all over the world reveals anthropological and 
ethnographic case study methods. Such methods are found to be appropriate for even 
researches in women’s education especially when one is concerned with examining 
the educational system from a feminist perspective (p.1281).
Usha Devi regrets that “there seems to be no fresh ideas ... for understanding educational 
issues in the overall context of society and culture” and points out that "anthropological 
approaches to study educational problems are receiving wide acceptance from social 
scientists from all over the world" (1992, p.1282).
Ethnography: my personal experience so far
For me qualitative research was not new though the academic terms were not used by me 
until I began this thesis. In my role as a developmental trainer in India, I usually began my 
training with a process to assist participants in a personal development process; to identify 
the self in terms of "social formation, or the ways we define and are defined by our social 
and cultural contexts ... our relations with other persons..." (Withered 1991, p.85). As I 
facilitated this process with groups of young men and women I grew more and more 
sensitive to their body language. The body language of the female trainees in the mixed 
group seemed to be expressing timidity, fearfulness, and inhibitions. At the same time, I 
would observe the more assertive behaviour of the male trainees. The female trainees 
would mostly remain silent, not even looking at my face (me, the facilitator). Their silence 
was intriguing. When their male counterparts urged them, threatened them, admonished
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them for not ’speaking’, these females would look up at them, throw an angry look at them 
and bend their heads down again. This was an opening for my own reflections about using 
not only our minds, but also our bodies. Their silence and anger were so telling that I 
would be stimulated to find ways of opening up space for personal reflection during 
training. We would tell stories from our lives, share our anxieties, concerns and personal 
experiences. Learning to respond to this space itself was a stimulating experience for all of 
us together -  to feel a sense of self esteem and worth which eventually would lead us to 
'find voice' (Belenky et al. 1986).
In the sense that my work with marginalised people and NGOs took the direction of an 
empowerment process, I want to suggest that it had many of the qualities of ethnography. 
It necessitated taking a careful account of their social and cultural constructions, personal 
backgrounds such as caste and religion, particular practices, and life style. In addition, 
during the early nineties I was doing research on the communication system and social life 
of Bonnet monkeys in India, delving into anthropology and ethology. Later whilst I 
worked with grassroots people, I noticed how easy it was for me to switch within my 
primary field of psychology -  from ethology to ethnography. Interestingly ethology 
reinforced ethnography in many ways. Further, as Geertz points out, ethnography entails 
naturalistic observational study, is empirical, holistic and adopts a multi-methodological 
approach. The notion of ethnography as used in this thesis produces 'thick description (in 
this case produced as stories) which constitutes an extensive description and interpretive 
effort at explaining the complexity of social discourse" (Geertz 1975, p.6). I also relate to 
what Duignan (1981) says about ethnography, "not really a method but is more accurately 
described as an intellectual activity on the part of the researcher" (p.285). I am also aware 
that ethnography itself is not a single term giving a single meaning and application. It takes 
various forms of expression and employment depending upon the need of the inquirer. In 
my case, I had the role of an ethologist/ anthropologist/ psychologist at one period of time 
and a sociologist, educator and an ethnographer at a different stage of my life.
The different caps that I chose to wear during my workshops in the development field, 
helped to facilitate my own understanding of the construction of the 'self. As a
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development worker, I gradually started documenting the stories of the young women I 
worked with, their voices which often emerged from deep, often traumatic, socio-cultural 
contexts. All this effort to construct stories, to listen to stories, understand stories, to read 
and tell stories has been profoundly useful in my current academic research study which 
documents my own lived experience in an autoethnographic method. Although 
autoethnography has been used widely by anthropologists, sociologists and by literary 
critics over the last two decades, "we are in the midst of a renewed interest in personal 
narrative, in life history, and other autobiography among anthropologists" (Reed-Danahay 
1997, p.l). It is within this programme of work that I would locate this thesis -  it is 
ethnographic and ¿wtoethnographic in that it is life story, it is three women's history, 
derived from biography and autobiography.
Autoethnography as a methodological resource
One of the methodologies adopted in the thesis is autoethnography, since it is a blend of 
autobiography and biography as in life story and ethnography. Deborah Reed-Danahay 
(1997) defines autoethnography thus:
Autoethnography is defined as a form of self-narrative that places the self within a 
social context. It is both a method and a text, as in the case of ethnography. ... It can 
also be done by an autobiographer who places the story of his or her life within a 
story of the social context in which it occurs (p.4).
She further explains the term more elaborately:
The term has a double sense -  referring either to the ethnography of one's own group 
or to autobiographical writing that has ethnographic interest. Thus, either a self 
(auto) ethnography or an autobiographical (auto) ethnography can be signaled by 
'autoethnography' (p.2).
An understanding of the characteristics of autobiography will be helpful as this is an 
important methodological resource in the thesis. Again I draw from Reed-Danahay (1997) 
who brings out the characteristics and the essence of the term:
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One of the main characteristics of an autoethnographic perspective is that the 
autoethnographer is a boundary-crosser, and the role can be characterized as that of a 
dual identity. The notion of autoethnography foregrounds the multiple nature of 
selfhood and opens up new ways of writing about social life. ... A second question 
raised by the concept of autoethnography is that of voice and its authenticity. Who 
speaks and on behalf of whom are vital questions to ask of all ethnographic and 
autobiographical writing. Who represents whose life, and how, are also central topics 
of concern in our current age of bureaucratization ( p.3).
Reed-Danahay (1997) also recognises the strength of the approach and argues that, "for the
most part, autoethnography has been assumed to be more ’authentic’ than ethnography. The
voice of the insider is assumed to be more true than that of the outsider in much current
debate” (p.3). Denzin (1989) defines autoethnography as an ethnographic statement which
writes the ethnographer into the text in an autobiographical manner. He points out that:
It is an important variant in the traditional ethnographic account which positions the 
writer as an objective outsider in the texts that are written about the culture, group, or 
persona in question. A fully grounded biographical study would be auto­
ethnographic and contain elements of the writer’s own biography and personal 
history. Such an auto-ethnography would be descriptive and interpretive (p.34).
For Denzin, autoethnography entails events of the story teller's life woven into the stories 
of others, done so biographically.
This thesis adopts an autoethnographic approach in that although the issue discussed is 
local to India, it is embedded in a global approach with education linked to gender 
development. In this thesis I tell the story as Sakhi. This is a woman's narrative, both my 
story and the story about gender inequalities, reflecting the stories of millions of other girls 
and women of India.
Following Denzin it is a story which in "its expanded form, may pertain to the collective 
life of a group, organization, or community" (p.41). In this sense it is a life history merging 
with a "personal history, with a case history and a case study" (p.41). My story highlights 
the gender inequalities and gender-biased social system which were also experienced by 
myself, my mother and grandmother. It is autobiographical in that I am telling my story as 
it is interwoven with the stories of my mother and grandmother (Denzin 1989, Mainette &
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Ah Nee-Benham with Jacquilyn Dudley 1997, Marcus 1994, Witherell & Noddings 1991). 
So the thesis has my story and their stories as well, as told by me as Sakhi.
The method of telling 'stories inside a story' used in thesis is in the form of dialogues and 
narratives. They represent the words and the worlds of the voiceless women (Etter-Lewis 
1991, Gilligan 1982, Gluck & Patai 1991, Minh-ha 1989). These stories both point to 
women's subordination and the forms of agency they exert in their everyday lives (Cranney 
2001).
These stories allow for a multi-layering of theoretical perspectives and viewpoints. I bring 
in the voice of my sister who recognises that the fact it could be her story too. She directs 
me to tell the story to her little daughter who may 'give us some Wisdom.' In these stories I 
draw on multiple theoretical perspectives and argue that we need to understand the two 
merging perspectives -  gender inequalities and emancipation through education. Ely, Vinz, 
Downing and Anzu note that:
In some ways the conscious presentation of multiple theoretical perspectives (though 
each is not entirely separable one from the other) does have the power to focus 
attention on a specific facet as each contributes to the complexities of the fuller 
experience. We think of this layering of interpretation or experience as a concrete 
example of what Homi Bhabha (1990) described as hybridity - that is, two or more 
perspectives, themes, ideas brought together to produce a new variety. Bhabha 
(1990) suggests that hybridity affects developing knowledge "For me the importance 
of hybridity is not to be able to trace two original moments from which the third 
emerges, rather hybridity to me is the 'third space' which enables other positions to 
emerge" (1997, p.40).
Writing for this thesis has been a self-discovery for me, a journey of many and all women, 
a phenomenon of situating the self and honoring that experience of becoming a participant 
in the process of transformation (Clements et al. 1998, Paranjpe 1987). Hearing my voice 
through Sakhi in my narratives and in my dialogues with the key people in my life and 
positioning myself as a researcher both inside and outside these voices was an amazing 
experience which made me reconstruct the images of those key people of my life and 
created space for restructuring my relationship with them (Makler 1991). I quote Witherell 
& Noddings (1991) again to draw support:
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Whether writer or teller, the narrator of a story provides further meaning -  and even 
further text -  to the story being told. The narrator too has a story, one that is 
embedded in his or her culture, language, gender, beliefs, and life history (p.3).
My experience seems to parallel Witherell and Noddings (1991) observation that stories 
and narratives provide meaning and belonging in our lives. While highlighting gender 
inequalities, I chose to tell my story and stories of two other women across generations as 
well. As Witherell & Noddings (1991) write:
They (stories and narrative) attach us to others and to our won histories by providing 
a tapestry rich with threads of time, place, character, and even advice on what we 
might do with our lives. The story fabric offers us images, myths, and metaphors that 
are morally resonant and contribute both to our knowing and our being known (p.l).
Commenting upon genres in autoethnography, Brettell (1997) writes, “nowhere is the 
diversity of genres of life-writing more apparent than in the literature by feminist 
ethnographers who write about women’s lives” (p.225).
Besides being a voice myself in the dialogues and in the soliloquies, I have presented 
myself as Sakhi in the narratives and I present the stories of my mother and grandmother 
through her and my voice as well. Brettell (1997) expresses this most appropriately: “The 
words in my text are my words about my mother’s words; but they are also her words 
chosen by me because they help to compose her life” (p.230). But I also speak in the first 
person. This was a little difficult for me as I had my own dilemmas and set-backs while 
expressing myself in the first person. Ely et al.(1997) say that:
The struggle for acceptance of first person voice in qualitative research writing has 
been long and difficult. It is by no means won, although most leading thinkers, 
researchers, practitioners, publishers, and professional organizations in the field find 
this issue long solved and in no need of further deliberation. See your own style 
guide. There is simply no case to be made against the use of first person writing in 
research that seeks to see life from the eyes of its participants, that rests on the 
assumption of multiple meanings, that shares with the readers the stance and process 
of the researcher, that is produced within an interactive vision of language (pp.85­
86).
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My story in Chapter IV is in the stories of my mother and grandmother which are 
interleaves of my life. Other voices in my story are that of my second elder sister and her 
daughter, my little niece. My sister’s voice is heard twice -  in the little poem that wrote 
whether I could tell my story wherein she replies that I must tell the story to her daughter -  
and later in her dialogue with me. My little niece speaks twice -  at the beginning of the 
story and at the end, as a listener. There is a particular significance to the conversation 
taking place between her and me. She represents the fourth generation of females in my 
story and the agency that I witnessed in my grandmother's, my mother's and my life is seen 
more emphatically in her as she is provided with a social context with less gender 
discrimination. Hence the significance of the little poem that I wrote (Younger sister, 
Younger sister) as we are all surrounded by our stories and stories rotate around us. Ely et 
al. (1997) express this beautifully:
Whether we tell stories to each other of what happened, rehearse what will happen, 
or invent what we wish had happened, the pervasiveness of story emphasizes our 
need to tell 'Once upon a time' versions of experience. Story surrounds us (p.63).
Hence the need for me to blend several research approaches together -  ethnography, 
autobiography, biography, women's oral history, narratives and dialogues -  to produce an 
inclusive micro and macro understanding of the gender issue.
It is necessary that the lived experiences of women, the rigid, feudal constructions of 
females, which remain in most of the third world countries, are brought to light and 
documented to understand the need for change. The writing of the stories enables 
conversation across disciplines, they evoke emotion yet call for a rational thinking 
resulting in agency. Burdell and Swadener (1999) in their reflective article on personal 
narrative and autoethnography bring out this necessity:
Available critical narratives and autoethnographic texts provide vehicles for talking 
to each other, often across the borders or discipline and identity locations. For those 
of us located inside pragmatic, credential-oriented, and technology-driven corporate 
university settings, opening such spaces for dialogue creates possibilities for re­




I have written the thesis in five chapters. The present chapter provides the background and 
talks about the scenario of gender inequalities in India. It emphasises the significance of 
this study in the need for an emancipatory educational perspective. It also discusses the 
theoretical framework by presenting the feminist and personal perspective on women and 
education. The research resources or methodology are also covered in this first chapter, 
emphasising the significance of an ethnographi/autoethnographic approach.
Chapter II details the historical time line of the women's position in India under several 
sub-headings to highlight the apparently elevated position of women in ancient Vedic 
times, its deterioration, women's active participation in various realms of life through 
various historical times and women's articulations about their status in literature. It opens 
with a note on India at the threshold of the new millennium and presents information about 
the contemporary Indian situation. It comments on the Indian philosophy of education. The 
chapter also gives an account of education and schooling during British colonialism and 
the post-independence period in India with particular attention to the education of girls and 
women. This historical context paves the way for the following Chapter III which 
discusses women and education for development.
Chapter III discusses the issue of women and education for development in India within 
the light of the developing world and identifies the predicament facing women in most 
parts of the world. I begin the chapter describing my personal educational philosophy, my 
self-reflections, factors that shaped my life and the shifts in my search for the meaning of 
life. I question the power-knowledge dichotomy, explain my critical position in 
understanding the Indian socio-cultural structure and lead the discussion towards the 
subjugated position of women in India. I present both the micro and macro analysis here, 
of the present lack of relevance of education in Indian women’s lives and the position of 
different feminists and social thinkers on the issue of female education, gender and 
development, gender empowerment and social justice. At the end of the chapter I bring in 
the micro situation of Indian women and education.
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Chapter IV is 'Sakhi Katha\ my story, and that of my mother and grandmother, presented 
as dialogues and narratives. I have not analysed the stories in any way for it is done 
contextually in the earlier chapters. I have used poems written by women writing in India 
from 600 BC to date along with two male Sufi saints Jelaluddin Rumi and Omar Khayyam 
for contextual relevance. The story opens with two poems, an exchange between two 
sisters. There is a prologue; it moves on further with dialogues; Sakhi presents narratives; 
there is a soliloquy, and my words, presented in the first person. The story ends with an 
epilogue. My words, the narratives, and the dialogues are written in different font types. I 
have used Times New Roman for 'my words'; Geneva for the Prologue, Dialogues and the 
Epilogue and Courier New for the Interleaves.
Chapter V is the last; it presents Nussbaum's human capabilities frame and discusses its 
centrality to practice citizenship education for women's emancipation. It presents a macro 
picture of a practical education for emancipation for girls and women in India; one which 







To be educated is to be liberated. That is the original meaning of education in the Indian 
spiritual sense propounded in the Upanishads and Vedic texts. True education is 
transformative at both individual and community level. It shapes the character and culture 
of a society. That the education process is expected to prepare an individual to become a 
better citizen with active participation in matters of development individually and 
collectively is a generally recognised concept during the modem times now. Freire says:
Education is communication and dialogue. It is not the transference of knowledge, 
but the encounter of Subjects in dialogue in search of the significance of the object of 
knowing and thinking (1973, pp. 139-140).
However there is a need to critically examine the concept of education with its relevance 
and application for critical emancipation. It is much more significant in the present context 
where the majority of the world’s people are kept away from opportunities of participation 
and are not achieving the status of participative citizenship. Again, among such 
participants, I do not hesitate to point out women who are the majority. It is particularly so 
in the culturally diverse environment of India.
The review of literature which follows portrays the story of Indian women in various 
historical, cultural, socio-religious contexts, depicts women in Indian literature, and gives 
the scenario of women and education in India at various periods of history. It creates a 
picture of a past and present woven together to explain the position of women prevailing in 
India's complex social system. The purpose of this chapter is to pave the way for the
2 This chapter does not attempt to cover the entire history and philosophy o f  India and Indian education. It 
provides an overview and notes on the philosophy o f education in India; on contemporary India; women's 
position along the historical time line and their participation at various historical stages; women and 
education.
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understanding of my lived experience as an Indian woman, situating my story in a socio­
cultural and religious context, depicting the status of Indian women in the modem times 
through the voices of women across three generations3.
Indian philosophy of education
Education may be defined as a life long process of enabling a person to liberate 
herself/himself. In a deep philosophical sense it is a constant search within one’s own self 
to discover the Absolute Tmth and integrate with the processes that lead an individual 
towards that Tmth. In an emancipatory sense it equips a person with skills necessary to 
live better with enhanced capabilities (Freire 1973, Nussbaum 2000). This educational 
process places the individual in his/her societal contexts on various platforms such as 
socio-political and governed by diverse cultural factors. Depending upon the context of the 
purpose of education in an individual’s life, the educational process would gradually enrich 
an individual with experiential learning and lead him/her towards a search for the 
understanding of fundamentally profound principles of life. It is a synthesis of values, 
beliefs, culture and practice for leading a holistic life (Mudaliar 1960, Gandhi and Nehru 
1998) with deep spirituality.
This kind of liberating and spiritual educational process was actually lived through in the 
Gurukul, where young people were facilitated by a Gum who would help them in their 
quest to understand the principles and meaning of life by facing the essential self and 
reality. The actual living style in the Gurukul itself taught many things to the disciple. So it 
was experiential learning4. (Story of a Prince-Appendix I). This education, which is in its 
essence is spirituality, was the foundation of Indian society and has been vibrant even now 
in the Indian life style.
3 It is not intended, in the present thesis, to provide specifications o f women’s social position throughout 
India’s history, but to reflect the positioning o f women as recounted in legends and general histories. For a 
more detailed critique o f  this era, myths and literary writings would need to be deconstructed and compared 
with other corroborative historical evidence.
4 G urukul is the home, an ashram , o f  the Guru where he practises his spirituality and continues his search for 
the Absolute Knowledge/Wisdom or G nyaana  in Sanskrit. Young people eager to be facilitated by him in 
their own quest for Knowledge join him. They live together and learn the ways o f life.
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Arcot Lakshmanaswami Mudaliar says “Education in ancient India is of remote antiquity. 
Since their first appearance in authentic history, Indians have enjoyed the reputation of 
being a learned people. Megasthenes, the Greek Ambassador to the Court of 
Chandragupta, about 300 BC, found a grave and polished society in which philosophy and 
science were successfully cultivated and were held in honour” (Mudaliar 1960, p.16).
The conviction that education process, in the Indian spiritual sense, is empowering and fills 
an individual with positive energy has been supported and practiced by many through 
different ages. Indigenous communities of the pre-historic period dating beyond 5000 BC, 
the later Aryan cultural practices, the great ruling dynasties like the Maurya (for example 
Emperor Ashoka), the Gupta, the emergence of Buddhism and Jainism in India, the great 
discourses of the three schools of Brahmanism, the different sects of Sufi and Bhakti 
philosophers at different periods of history add substance to this spiritual essence.
The indigenous Indian societies, before and after the Aryans’ entry, imbibed the values and 
principles of harmonious living from ancient times. They found unison with the Nature and 
believed in co-existence. It is deplorable thai their education which, in this case, was their 
living styles, values and ‘one with the nature’ concept of life has been sidelined by most of 
the historians, educationists and Indian writers for documentation. Their multiple 
intelligences and harmonious living concept have been little understood so far (Interview 
with Mahasweta Devi in The Author in Conversation in Imaginary Maps, translated and 
introduced by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak,1995). Indian historical accounts begin by the 
Aryans and few historians like Kosambi, Romila Thapar have authoritatively recorded the 
pre-Aryan Indian history (pre-historic times) and commented on the cultural roots of India 
with equal authenticity. Their scholarly works shed good light on the historicity and 
cultural accounts epitomizing the rich cultural values and practices blended in Indian life 
even before the entry of Aryans from Central Asia.
As history points out at later stages, changes occurred in the schools of thought, with 
cultural influences and social and political changes impacting upon educational philosophy
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and approach. There were many such influences brought about by foreign invaders and 
settlers including numerous minor rulers of the neighborhood and major invaders like the 
Greek, Mongolian, Persian, Arabian, Mogul, French, Dutch, Portuguese, and the British.
The basic philosophy and practice of educational concepts went through a sea of change 
during all these turbulent periods, impacting upon a deeply-rooted Eastern, ontological 
understanding of life. Nehru, in his essay titled 'Synthesis is our tradition' writes:
Gradually, deterioration set in. Thought lost its freshness and became stale, and the 
vitality and exuberance of youth gave place to crabbed age. Instead of the spirit of 
adventure there came life-less routine, and the broad and exciting vision of the world 
was cabined and confined and lost in caste divisions, narrow social customs and 
ceremonials. ... Subsequently, India was powerfully influenced by the coming of 
Islam and Muslim invasions. Western colonial powers followed, bringing a new type 
of domination and a new colonialism and, at the same time, the impact of fresh ideas 
and of the industrial civilization that was growing in Europe (1998, pp. 192-193).
What began as a fundamental approach with this philosophy of education to lead an 
integrated life with values of Oneness, changed drastically, shifted entirely during the 19th 
century and beyond, towards a mere mechanism of producing clerks for the British rulers, 
and later for the global markets of today.
However somewhere along the line of Indian history there seems to be a link that is 
missing about the meaning and relevance of education in everyday life, with a particular 
emphasis on gender education. As pointed out elsewhere, most of the Indian historical 
accounts begin with Aryan entry and the Hindu religion. The Aryan culture had absorbed 
the value of equal rights and opportunities well into its social life. But opportunities were 
curtailed when these very cultural roots were shaken by the foreign cultural impositions . 
upon the Aryan’s life style and the emergence of a newer social system. The practice of co­
existence and equality within the society deteriorated creating different dynamics in male 
and female power relationships. Women’s position was threatened when they were looked 
upon as objects of sexual pleasure. Social and religious sanctions were imposed on them 
for political reasons and they fell prey to political dynamics. For various sociological 
reasons the patriarchal system emerged, took control and became fixed.
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India -  Unity within Diversity
If I were to look over the whole world to find out the country most richly 
endowed with all the wealth, power and beauty that nature can bestow -  in some 
parts a very paradise on earth - 1 should point to India. ...to ask under what sky the 
human mind has most fully developed some of its choicest gifts, has most deeply 
pondered on the greatest problems of life, and has found solutions to some of them 
which will deserve the attention even of those who have studied Plato and Kant-1 
should point to India... from what literature we, here in Europe, we who have been 
nurtured almost exclusively on the thoughts of Greeks, and Romans, and of one 
Semitic race, the Jewish, may draw that corrective which is most wanted in order to 
make our inner life more perfect, more comprehensive, more universal, in fact more 
truly human, a life not for this life only but a transfigured and eternal life -  again I 
should point to India" (quoted by Mudaliar 1960, p.19).
Max Muller, a noted German scholar, captured India in these words. In his book, India: 
What it can teach us, published in 1892, Muller propagated the idea of ancient India as the 
answer to the ills of contemporary Europe. Unlike Europe, which was materialist and self­
indulgent, the principles of Vedic society, he wrote, were not the active, combative, and 
acquisitive, but the passive, meditative, and reflective. In other words, ancient Indian 
civilization had the qualities Europe required for a richer, more total humanity.
This is the picture that Indologists drew of ancient India " resplendent in the thirty-five- 
hundred-year-old text of the Rig Veda as the lost heritage of Europe. The idyllic, 
unchanging village communities of the Vedic period, they argued, sustained the natural 
human qualities of gentleness, truthfulness, and otherworldliness, and ancient India thus 
became a sort of utopia for the Romantic imagination " (Tharu & Lalita 1991, p.44).
However, one has to compare this with some of the harshest critiques on Indian life style 
and civilization. While British historian James Mill in his History o f British India (1817) 
considered Indian culture as primitive, immoral, and ’rude', Katherine Mayo's Mother India 
(1927) gave an account of the sexual excesses of Indian men and barbaric actions against 
Indian females. Several such Colonial histories stress the British efforts to 'civilize' India 
and rescue Indian women from their barbaric culture and society (Forbes 1996). On the 
other hand people like Said and Kabbani have worked on Orientalism, showing the
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Western imposition of a cultural perspective to understand the East. The Western 
hegemonic discourses on the Orient projecting it as the Other, the third world was 
systematically done as anthropological, historical and sociological studies, especially 
during the British imperialism (Jordan & Yeomans 1995). Said (1985) notes that:
Orientalism is a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological
distinction made between "the Orient" and (most of the time) "the Occident" .....
dealing with it by making statements aobut it, authorizing views of it, describing it, 
by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, Orientalism as a Western style for 
dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient. ... without 
examining Orientalism as a discourse one cannot possibly understand the 
enormously systematic discipline by which European culture was able to manage- 
and even produce-the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, 
scientifically, and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment period (pp.2-3).
Interestingly Indian feminists writing from the US academic platform have severely 
criticised Franco-British depiction of the 19th and early 20th century Indian socio-cultural 
and religious systems (Sinha 2000). The American ascendancy after the World War II and 
dominance over the Orient has not been much different (Said 1985). One remarkable 
development from the same US academic platform is the emergence of the subaltern 
group, originating in Calcutta, India, re-writing the histories of the oppressed classes 
(mostly middle and lower middle, lower classes) from the Colonial times. This group holds 
the gender issue (post-colonial discourses) in a newer light ((Landry & MacLean 1996).
It will suffice here to say that there have been many attempts made at different times by 
various foreign sources to understand the complexity of Indian social system and describe 
the same without reverting to too much subjectivity. Curiously enough some have been 
completely enchanted by India and have loved everything about her while some others, 
especially some of the British documenters have been very negatively critical about India 
and everything about her. Surprisingly most of these general viewpoints have omitted 
discussion on gender. There are now several attempts to address the woman question and 
increased feminist deconstructions from the Colonial rule. Therefore an attempt to address 
the subaltern needs to take into account the dangers of valorizing "the concrete experience
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of the oppressed" (Spivak 1988). In fact Gayatri Spivak (1996) puts it in a more critical 
clarity in the following lines:
... It's more than just strategic exclusion;..... When one begins to look at the way in
which woman's position is manipulated, even within that space, there is nothing 
mysterious about it, as there would be about an ever-receding horizon which is 
always beyond our reach, and so on. It seems to me that finding subaltern is not so 
hard, but actually entering into a responsibility structure with the subaltern, with 
responses flowing both ways: learning to learn without this quick-fix frenzy of doing 
good with an implicit assumption of cultural supremacy which is legitimized by 
unexamined romanticization, that's the hard part (p.293).
Elsewhere I hear several feminist voices cautioning the US academics on researching 'on' 
the third world countries' women (Patai 1991, Spivak 1988). Raising the issue of research 
'about' women or 'for' women (p.138), Patai (1991) suggests that it is not possible "to write 
about the oppressed without becoming one of the oppressors" (p.139).
The present study is attempting to give a broader picture of ancient times of India through 
the medieval to the present with a specific background of whether her subjects experienced 
any emancipation, especially the Indian women and the multi-faceted issues surrounding 
this topic. So the arguments about the genuineness and validity of the ancient Indian 
civilization and culture will not be intensively researched or defended here. Nevertheless, 
these are indications from a reading of some of the emerging reflections of post­
colonialism that women occupied an equal status and participated in the societal system 
efficiently during certain historical periods in India. Indian women have not been totally 
passive as some historical accounts state and the testimony to their struggles to uphold 
their identity and status is found within the rich Indian literature. There were some good 
times for them; when they were in bad times, they have tried to register their voice of 
opposition. There is agency in their everyday life even now (Cranney 2001, p.101). 
However now in a newer post-colonial world the voice of opposition against subordination 
needs a more emphatic and a fresher examination to draw others' attention to their identity
question.
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Women’s position in India: an historical time line
The adage that human progress and development is possible only with active participation 
of women carries its own value even today in India. Woman is crucial and central to the 
family and society in her role of mother, sister, wife and daughter. Thus she plays a vital 
role of a care-giver in building the life component of people around her. The qualities of a 
woman like compassion, care, co-operation and empathy have been looked upon as 
extremely crucial in creating a peaceful, just and sustainable world civilization. However 
the balance of life is stable and protected only if women are placed equally in the society 
alongside men. The basis for this is found in many religions. Jesus Christ, in his teachings, 
has described both sexes as equal in honour and grace and has said that both are endowed 
with equal gifts and responsibilities. Baha'u'llah, founder of the Bahai faith has observed 
that only when women are welcomed into full partnership in all fields of human endeavour 
will the moral and psychological climate be created in which international peace can 
emerge. Manu, the formulator of Code of Ethics in Hinduism has observed that Gods and 
Goddesses love to dwell in those places where women are respected and honoured.
Though the gender image appears to be uniform across cultures until early historical times, 
the image has undergone changes over various historical periods. History reveals that in 
practice women have been subjected mostly to oppression, discrimination and violence as 
socio-cultural beliefs and practices changed. Here culture refers to the practices carried out 
in one's daily life, values and beliefs practised within the society, various customs, 
morality and expression of religion in various stages of life. I underline the expression of 
values, beliefs and religion in practice here -  for these vital threads of individual cultures 
could impact both negatively and positively upon the society depending upon the 
perspectives of the key practitioners who pull the threads keeping the interconnectedness 
intact. Time and again these threads have not been favourable in the case of women.
Socio-cultural, religious and economic divisions have further heightened the inequalities of 
race, class and gender in India. Though there has been resistance to women's oppression, 
there is, at the same time, conformity and complicity with the age-old socio-cultural beliefs
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and values. While in the great Indian epic Mahabharatha, the eldest Pandava prince 
Dharmaraja curses women against keeping up a secret for long, a college youth in the 
contemporary world does not hesitate to declare that every girl fits in a kitchen better than 
a career. The reduction in a woman's space and diminishing of her world has been done 
methodically. Benhabib (1992) sharply points this out while writing on morality in a 
section called 'Justice and the Autonomous Self in Social Contract Theories' (p. 154):
The destruction of the ancient and medieval teleological conception of nature 
through the attack of medieval nominalism and modem science, the emergence of 
capitalist exchange relations and the subsequent division of the social structure into 
the economy, the polity, civil associations and the domestic-intimate sphere, 
radically alter moral theory (p.154).
The sphere of justice from Hobbes through Locke and Kant is regarded as the 
domain where independent, male heads of household transact with one another, 
while the domestic-intimate sphere is put beyond the pale of justice and restricted to
the reproductive and affective needs of the bourgeois paterfamilias...... An entire
domain of human activity, namely, nurture, reproduction, love and care, which 
becomes the woman's lot in the course of the development of modem, bourgeois 
society, is excluded from moral and political considerations and relegated to the 
realm of "nature" (p.155).
While certain civilizations like the Aryan and Egyptian, have had women enjoying equal 
status and rights at various stages of history, there has been a gradual shift towards their 
exploitation and subordinate position which has continued to the present times. There have 
been occasional cases, springing surprise in the history, about queens, clever and shrewd 
women who have outsmarted men (for example Cleopatra of Egypt, Draupadi of 
Mahabharatha in India), writers, poets, intellectuals, dancers, singers, patrons, courtesans 
and so on. I am amazed when I read about such women of substance and character 
wondering why is it that contemporary knowledge lacks a mention of all these inspirational 
women and how is it that contemporary image of a women is so derogated? So much so 
that the birth of a female child itself is a bane, burden and sinful in India.
There are several quotations in the ancient Indian Holy Books & Scriptures about 
protecting women’s status, which automatically brings God’s grace and prosperity. In fact 
in Hindu religion there are significant supreme goddesses like Lakshmi (wealth-giver),
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Saraswathi (knowledge-giver) and Parvathi (the protector and the physical half of her 
husband Lord Shiva). Goddess Gayathri is the guardian and giver of the Gayathri mantra 
which makes a Brahman male dwija (twice-born to become a Brahman). We have stories 
like Sati Anasuya whose chastity was tested by the Trimurthis (the three supreme gods of 
Hindu religion) and who bowed to her and later honoured her. Us has is the goddess of 
Dawn and Sandhya is the goddess of Dusk and many of the ragas (musical tunes) originate 
from female divinities. Most of the rivers in India are personified by female goddesses and 
are worshipped throughout India even today, which is a part of Indian day to day life.
Indian texts have mostly painted women as devoted, enduring and self-sacrificing. In 
ancient Hindu religious texts and the great epic Ramayana, women are depicted as 
vulnerable, sacrificing and the epitome of endurance and tolerance. These are the qualities 
attributed to the five great pativratas (married women who symbolise the true essence of 
marriage and try every possible way to follow their husbands in their life journey). They 
(Ahalya, Draupadi, Seetha, Savithri and Mandodari) are remembered by all Hindu 
Brahmin women for their chastity and virtues and at the time of marriage, Brahman 
women are expected to take an oath that they will follow in their footsteps.
However critics point towards the inequalities and discrimination that these five women 
experienced. Among all these queen Sit a (Lord Rama's wife in Ramayana) experiences 
maximum humiliation and tolerates it silently. She is even made to prove her chastity and 
virtue by entering fire and coming out of fire as a 'chaste woman'. Contrary to this 
Draupadi, queen of the five Pandavas of Mahabharatha displays lot of courage and 
questions the humiliation meted out to her. She challenges those who attempt humiliating 
her vowing that she will be pacified only when she sees them dying in the battleground. 
When her eldest husband Yudhishtira (first of the five Pandavas) loses everything he owns 
including his four younger brothers and his queen Draupadi in the dice game, his cousin 
Duryodhana (first of the 100 Kauravas) orders his younger brother Dushyasana to strip all 
the five Pandavas of their royal insignia and further instructs him that their queen 
Draupadi be brought to the open court and be stripped of her clothes on the grounds that 
she was his servant now and that servants were not to be dressed fully. When she is
dragged by her long hair to the great royal court in its full presence, she demands to know
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the reason for her humiliation. Learning that her eldest husband wagered and lost her in the 
dice game, she questions his rights to wager her in the game while he wagered himself first 
and lost. Very wisely she raises the dharma-sookshma (the finer applications of the Code 
of Law) and tells King Dhrtarashtra that her eldest husband lost all his rights as a king 
when he wagered himself in the game and lost. Secondly since she was married to all the 
five Pandavas, he alone could not exercise complete ownership on her and so she was free. 
With this rare exhibition of presence of mind and a sharp sense of the application of the 
Code of Law about one's own citizenship identity, she wins her argument and is blessed by 
the King. Thus she protects herself and later frees her five husbands also.
This is a case in point to highlight the emancipation and power of women in ancient India. 
However I would also like to think of the status of servant class women in this context! 
There is another classic case of an unusual woman in the ancient Chandogya Upanishad, 
which often goes unnoticed- the story of a Jabala. She is a low-caste woman, a Jabala. 
Once she happens to serve a great sage when he comes as her father's guest. She conceives 
through that sage and gets a son. When her son Satyakama asks her how to describe his 
identity since he did not know his father or his family name, she tells him to simply 
identify himself as Satyakama Jabala, aJabala's son (Jain & Walter 1987). As a direct 
contrast to this story of a Jabala, a low caste woman, is the story of a princess Kunti 
(mother of the five Pandavas of Mahabharata) who gets a son as an unmarried girl while 
serving another great sage. But Kunti abandons the infant secretly in the river, fearing 
social repercussions and reprimands. While a Jabala proudly gives her name to her son, a 
high caste princess of a great kingdom lacks that courage; is guilty of her error and suffers 
for this throughout her life.
Unfortunately these stories of women's empowerment from the Holy Texts are not used in 
their essence. Women like Draupadi and Sita are depicted as sources who caused great 
wars and the story of Ramayana and Mahabharata happens only because of these women's 
desires and a slip in behaviour. For example, Sita desires a golden deer, which is actually a 
demon in disguise, and Draupadi laughs loudly when Duryodhana trips on the slippery 
ground due to an illusion. While narrating these epics in the present day, people trivialise
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the women characters like Draupadi and Sita and mock them as women who brought 
miseries to their husbands, rather than looking at their individual identity and strength. 
Druapadi stands for her wisdom and knowledge enough to invoke the dharmashastras 
(Codes of Moral Law) and challenges the men, including her five husbands, about 
misreading a woman’s identity question.
This can become an effective illustration while dealing with the capabilities of women in 
India. A recent Indian film Lajja is a case in point highlighting at least some efforts 
towards demystifying the glorified characters like Sita. While critiquing Lajja (meaning 
shame), Utkal Mohanty (Deccan Herald, October 7, 2001) titles his article as ’Loud.... 
Because it needs to be heard' and supports the director's "brave and sincere attempt to 
make a mainstream film that showcases many different faces of oppression of women." In 
the film all the four main women characters have different versions of the name Sita and it 
depicts the ways in which they are victimised by the system. The film, Mohanty, opines, is 
commendable because ’’ Santoshi [the film director who is a male-my addition] has brought 
to the fore many issues and ideas that are not heard beyond the drawing-rooms of the well 
educated or meetings of activists' forums. ...Santoshi has shown the courage of a true 
social reformer. Shying away from the issue because it touches sensitive religious beliefs 
would have made him miss the opportunity to strike at the root where the rot begins."
However, there are some good records that prove that women were participative citizens in 
the society a long time ago. The Prakrit literature records the accounts on renowned 
woman scholars like Gargi and Maitreyi of the Vedic period who were high priestesses of 
knowledge and enlightenment called Brahmavadinis (Altekar 1956). The Brahmavadinis 
were more of an 'ascetic' type, on their quest for Truth, Knowledge and Spiritual 
Enlightenment (Moksha). The more 'domestic' type of women, Satyovadhu, dedicated 
themselves for family welfare. However there was no rigidity in thoughts or actions 
dividing these types. At least throughout the first half of Vedic age, access to education 
was an inherent right; freedom to choose one’s own life partner in marriage, liberated life 
styles, participation as a citizen in state affairs and also scholarly events were considered
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natural rights of the woman. Women could choose their way of life. Jain & Walter (1987) 
underline this point:
Women had a brilliant role to play in Vedic and pre-Vedic period. We come across a 
number of women in the Rigveda, who not only recited the Vedas but were actually 
the authors of the hymns in praise of deities. They were even allowed to perform the 
function of a priest at a sacrifice -  a privilege denied to women at a later period 
(p.vii).
Literature drawn from historical accounts reveals that this status changed by a gradual shift 
in the mode of life, changes brought about by the internal agencies within the society 
restricting women in their mobility, access to information, education, expression and 
participation and by foreign socio-cultural influences. Women were prevented from 
participation in the economic and public spheres; their inheritance rights were curtailed and 
thus the general status was reduced to a subservient position (Ghosh & Talbani 1996). 
This included access to education and intellectual participation. The increasing practice of 
the caste system contributed more to this complex issue. Women, with 'low' caste people, 
were considered unfit to have a recognised status in society. This continued through 
centuries under different dynastic rules, changes brought about by various foreign sources, 
Brahman hypocrisy and bourgeois practices, forced control over learning and sharing of 
knowledge, the innate desire of the ruling class to conquer land and people, imposition of 
diverse cultures and so on. The very basic social system underwent many upheavals if we 
take the starting point as the Vedic culture. Sri Aurobindo, an Indian philosopher and 
spiritual leader observes that in India there was no slavery institution and
the women had at first a free and more dignified position than in Greece and Rome. 
But the slave was soon replaced by the proletariat, called in India the Shudra, and the 
increasing tendency to deny the highest benefits of the common life and culture to 
the Shudra and the woman brought down Indian society to the level of the Western 
conquerors (1950, pp.103-104).
Contemporary degradation of Indian women could be due to later accretions on Vedic 
beliefs and practices, to the growth of other non-Aryan cults and sub-cults. The biggest 
change to the socio-religious Hindu practices came during the medieval period and the 
Muslim rule and later during the British Colonial rule.
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However there have been many social reforms (e.g., Bhakti movement philosophers and 
Jainism) which advocated equal status of women and restoration of their rights, 
encouraging women's participation and spirituality (Gupta 1976). During the 19th century 
Dayananda Saraswati and Raja Ram Mohan Roy, the founders of Arya Samaj and Brahmo 
Samaj respectively, tried to improve women’s status through positive changes in the lives 
of widows, and girl children accessing higher education. In fact these two Samajs 
organized the first mahila mandais (women’s groups), providing space for women’s free 
participation in public life and more opportunities for their education (Altekar 1956, Patel 
1998). Progressive thinkers like Ishwarachandra Vidyasagar and Jyotiba Phule perceived 
social oppression of women as the root cause for social inequality in a society dominated 
by high caste Hindus (Forbes 1996, Mazumdar and Sharma 1979). Ishwarachandra 
Vidyasagar and Dwarka Nath contributed heavily towards legalising widow remarriage 
(Baneijee 1979, Gupta 1976 p.168). Thus some progressive changes were seen in the 19th 
century which brought about significant changes in women's.
The social reformation movement of the 19th century, Western educational concept 
introduced by the British, promotion of women's educational institutions and participative 
bodies such as women's associations and samajs, the Nationalist movement influenced the 
position of women positively towards some improvement.
Women and British Colonialism
During British colonialism in India, many Indian queens and other important women 
fought against the British to prevent them from taking over their land and rights. 
Noteworthy are Chand Bibi, Jhansi Rani Lakshmi Bai, Kittur Rani Chennamma, Rani 
Abbakka, among others. These queens, mainly replacing their dead husbands or crowned 
under situations where the dynasty did not have a male successor, were acutely sensitive 
and patriotic about their land and property, about protecting their people. They are 
remembered today not only for their valour but also for their sharp sense of integrity and
leadership.
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There were many changes brought about in the status of women during the Nationalist 
movement because of expanded political and social space. Gandhi, very early in his non­
violence and civil disobedience movement against colonial oppression, sensed the 
significant contribution of women and encouraged women’s active participation. At least 
during his time, Gandhi brought women into the public sphere and women cutting across 
class and caste benefited from the opportunity to participate in the Nationalist movement. 
Gupta (1976) writes on Gandhi’s objective understanding on the equal participation of 
women in India:
Mahatma Gandhi realised that by awakening among the women the national 
consciousness and social responsibility and by involving them in the national 
struggle for independence they would rightly come out of their traditional restrictive 
role of domesticity. Thus he provided the Indian women an opportunity to break 
away from the past with all its humiliating elements. Consequently, a great mass of 
women, rural and urban, literate and illiterate, from all sections of the society joined 
the freedom struggle. This fact gave the women a consciousness of equality with 
men, which otherwise seemed most strange in the tradition-bound Indian society 
(p.173).
On the other hand the social reformation wave of the 19th century also influenced the 
intellectual participation of women. Women of upper caste were recognised for their equal 
contribution in political discussions. Women’s political bodies like Women’s Indian 
Association (1917), the National Council of Women in India (NCWI) and the All-India 
Women’s Conference (1927) known as the Akhil Hind Mahila Parishad were active in 
advancing women’s status and their rights through education, particiption in social reform 
and politics (Shah 1984). Women like Sarojini Naidu, Dr.Annie Besant, Basanti Devi, 
Aruna Asaf Ali, Sucheta Kripalani, Usha Mehta, Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay and Kasturba 
Gandhi frequently assumed leadership during this period to organise the Nationalists. 
Mrinalini Sinha (2000) says that the discourse of Indian nationalsim offered new subject 
positions to women as the signifiers of an essentialized 'Indianness.'
Gandhi brought about a radical change in the thinking of the masses, advocating not only 
the fundamental rights of all peoples, but also projecting women's equal status and rights
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(Andrews 1930, Chaudhari 1989, Mehta 1976). Gupta (1976) quotes Gandhi’s thoughts on 
women’s strength:
It is a libel to all women to call them weaker sex and that it is man’s injustice 
towards women. If by strength is meant moral power, then woman is immeasurably 
man’s superior. Has she not greater intuition, is she not more self-sacrificing, has she 
not powers of endurance, has she not greater courage? Without her man could not 
be. If non-violence is the law of the our being, the future is with women (p. 172).
Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister of independent India observed that “ in order to 
awaken the people, it is women, who have to be awakened” (Gupta 1976, p.228). Along 
with the Nationalist movement, there have been very remarkable progressive changes in 
the status of women in India, emerging from the 19th century radical thinking. Child 
marriage was legally abolished as early as 1929, and the Indian women gained their voting 
rights in 1935. The Hindu Divorce Act came into force in 1956, providing for divorce 
without the interference of a religious or social institution. This was the first legislation in 
the world in this respect (Gupta 1976). There have been great movements, heralded by 
women, for girls’ and women’s education, opposing purdah practice, for women’s equal 
participation in social and political spheres. Female participation in economic and 
educational fields catapulted after gaining Independence in 1947. India passed the equal 
rights amendment as early as 1951 (Nussbaum 2000).5
On the other hand, it is very interesting to note that there have been attempts over the last 
two decades to explain hegemonic processes leading to the understanding of the 
oppression during the Colonial rule. But this has not focussed totally on the woman 
question alone. Gayatri Spivak (1988) underlines the problem of writing the history of 
women even by a post-colonial stand:
My point is, of course, that through these heterogeneous examples of territoriality 
and the communal mode of power, the figure of the women, moving from clan to 
clan, and family to family as daughter/sister and wife/mother, syntaxes patriarchal 
continuity even as she is herself drained of proper identity. In this particular area, the 
continuity of community or history, for subaltern and historian alike, is produced on
5 Footnote 7, p.38; Footnote 10, p.39; Section IV in Introduction
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... the dissimulation of her discontinuity, on the repeated emptying of her meaning 
as instrument (p.220).
During the recent post-colonial movement, historians, members of the Subaltern Studies 
group and feminist critical theorists writing from the US academic platform, have taken 
interest to produce serious thinking on the woman question as it was during the Colonial 
rule. Colonial constructions of Indian women, recent feminist constructions of women 
during the Colonialism and the explorations into the subordinate position of the Indian 
women are some important anchorages in the background of re-writing Colonialism and 
also most fruitful attempts of understanding the need for women’s emancipation embedded 
in their new image. The contemporary feminist movement and struggle for equal status, 
which is guaranteed in the Indian Constitution and removal of any form of discrimination, 
which is stated in the CEDAW of the UN, are embedded in the women's movement before 
and during the Nationalist movement, women's activism and the hegemony before the 
Independence in 1947.
Gender image in post-independence India
A new image of gender started emerging during the Post-Independence period in a 
democratic government. Economic diversities, rapid progress throughout the country in all 
public spheres, setting up of more educational institutions, modem outlook, and elitist and 
middle classes encouraging female education cast a new light on the identity and 
perception of a female. More women questioned the subjugated position of the majority of 
Indian females. The new paradigms of understanding such as tradition and culture and 
modernity, self-assertion and self-effacement, personal liberty and social conformity 
provided a good base for the debates and arguments about women's position in India. 
Women projecting the many-sided personality of Indian woman in their poetry and prose 
contributed much to the perception, exposition and action surrounding the subordinate 
status of an Indian female. There was definitely a clearer awareness of the female agency.
The present day position of women in India is a bundle of contrasts and confusions. The 
immediate years that followed the Independence of 1947 were full of turmoil and horror
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for the people, very contradictory to the feeling of victorious celebration. The Partition of 
the country into India and Pakistan, the following population exchange across the borders, 
and the outbreak of communal clashes affected millions of women. Many women leaders 
who participated in the Nationalist movement were pleased with the new democratic 
Constitutional provisions and legal reform as it was their primary goal-realising self­
government. These women-the elite group and the families of freedom strugglers-settled 
very well with membership in numerous government bodies and welfare programs. 
Unfortunately the women's organisations that they founded very soon became 
institutionalized and were run like mini-governments. The followers of Gandhian 
principles soon became highly disillusioned with the bureaucracies and centralized 
governance. In spite of having space for female agency and the most favourable 
Constitution, the position of women did not undergo much change during the Post­
Independent India. In fact it had further deteriorated.
Shocking realities of the declining status of Indian female were driven home when 
Towards Equality, a report on the status of women was published in 1974. The study 
behind the report was authorised by the Indian government in response to a United Nations 
request to all countries to prepare reports on the status of women for International 
Women's Year scheduled for 1975. The study, after examining women's status in each of 
the States at the grassroots level, concluded that equality and justice had not been met for 
women despite being guaranteed in the Constitution. In fact the research studies 
commissioned after this report, carried out by eminent scholars, are pointing at one reality: 
that tens of millions of Indian women have not benefited from the modem socio-economic, 
technological and political changes. Their subordinated status continues.
Women & literature: The image of women in Indian Literature
There seems to be a certain kind of myth surrounding women in the ancient history of 
India as well in its religion. There are goddesses and women as seats of power, woman 
portrayed as Adi Shakti (the primary source of power or in more spiritual sense the positive 
energy); there have been mysteriously depicted queens, princesses and so on. Often women
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in the religious Texts and historical accounts have been deitified, glorified and mystified. 
The philosophical feeling of the ancient ascetics about a female is that of a 'maya\ a myth. 
She is the desire, stimulates desire in a man and is the cause of all mortal (worldly) 
occurrences. Many religious female characters are described or created with such a 
description in religious literature. However women, while being glorified and fashioned as 
Adi Shakti, are also degraded, debased, projected as archetypal images. There is a duality 
about a female's image in Hindu religion with the elevated status of a mother, daughter and 
sister and on the other hand as the hallucination of a man (m aya). Both these 
images-cultural stereotypes and mythical projection-have not helped Indian female in 
being a better citizen.
The confusion and ambiguity surrounding the feudal value system and the modem 
influences widening the scope of a female's identity prevail even today and are causing 
tremendous pressure on Indian females. Yashoda Bhat underlines this dilemmatic 
situation,
In the West, it is now purely a question of identity and equality; in India, it is still a 
question of stark survival. Women in India are still caught between feudal values and 
style of life and the fast approaching New Life. Caught between the burden of the 
home and the work-place, child-bearing, mothering, struggling with conventions, 
women have first to survive; the question of equality is a far cry. In such transitional 
times characterised by flux, it is essential to identify the new areas of trouble and to 
check the imbalances (Bhat 1993, pp.xii-xiii).
Since there are several major languages and thousands of native dialects within India, 
tracing women writers and those writing about women in particular is an uphill, but a 
challengingly interesting process. Scores of attempts have been made in this direction in 
different degrees and at different levels of volume (Bhat & Rao 1993, Tharu & Lilita 1991, 
1993).
Women writers writing in each major language predominantly spoken in the provinces 
they represent bring to the fore many sociological, historical and feministic angles to 
women's stories and status. Dating back to 600 B.C. to the present (Tharu & Lalita 1991), 
women's writings attempt to reveal the woman question. Buddhist nuns' songs of
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testimony, rebel medieval poets, sixteenth-century court historians, bhakti movement 
women saints, minstrels cum poets, novelists, polemic writers of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries -  the list of women writers of India is long. During the Nationalist 
movement "in almost all regions women edited journals for women and hundreds of 
women wrote in them" (Tharu & Lalita 1991). Thus there have been several portraits of 
women starting from Sanskrit to Urdu. However Sanskrit literature, spanning over four 
millennia and fourteen disciplines of study, does not throw much light specifically on the 
exact position of women and the realities of their experience. It is more aesthetic than 
realistic. On the other hand, the Bhakti literature is emphatic on the reformist note against 
orthodoxy and exhorts equal participation of all irrespective of gender, class and caste in 
the self-realisation process. However, another ancient Dravidian language Tamil records 
the existence and practice of patriarchy, the discrimination experienced by women in the 
society, the efforts of women poets of the Sangham poetic canon (ca.100 B.C.-250 A.D.) 
in expressing their individuality, and the later reformist literature (Nandakumar 1993). In 
fact side by side its orthodoxy, the Tamil Dravidian culture has allowed several writers to 
bring women’s issues to the fore and initiate radical thinking about their status.
Other languages, which are widely spoken in India, like Hindi, Bengali, Telugu, Kannada, 
Malayalam are very rich in their literature but differ much in their portrayal of females. For 
example Kannada which has a history of over one and a half millennia, is heavily 
influenced by Sanskrit (in the past) and by the Western literature in the 19th and 20th 
centuries. One can not help but notice the sacrificing and loyal type of portrayal after Sita 
and the Draupadi type-bravely individualistic. The earlier Kannada literature placed itself 
around the two epics-Ramayana and Mahabharatha. During the Bhakti movement again, 
there is mixture of old and the new-several women became prominent by their songs to the 
God and salvation (Akka Mahadevi, Sule Sankawa of 12th century, Sanchiya Honnamma 
of late 17th century writing in Kannada, Mirabai-ca. 1498-1565-writing in Gujarati/Hindi, 
Bahinabai of 16th century writing in Marathi, folk songs of 16th century, Muddupalani of 
18th century writing in Telugu, Gul-Badan Begum of 15th century writing in Persian, 
Mahlaqa Bai Chanda of 19th century writing in Urdu).
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There are several noted women writing during the reform and the Nationalist movements 
of 19th and 20th centuries. Noted few are mentioned in Table 1 (Tharu & Lalita 1991).
TABLE 2.1: Noted Indian women writers of 19th and 20th centuries
Language Name o f the writers
Bengali Jogeswari, Bhabani, Rassundari Devi, Hannah Catherine Mullens, 
Mokshodayani Mukhopadhyay, Swamakumari Devi
English Pandita Ramabai Saraswati, Krupa Satiianadan, Sarojini Naidu, 
Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain
Hindi Sudha Chauhan, Subhadra Kumari Chauhan, Hemavati Devi, Mahadevi 
Varma, Kamla Chaudhry
Kannada Nanjangudu Thirumalamba, Kalyanamma, Shyamala Devi, 
Saraswati Bai Rajwade
Marathi Savithribai Phule, Muktabai, Tarabai Shinde, Kashibai Kamitkar, 
Ramabai Ranade, Lakshmibai Tilak
Telugu Bandaru Acchamamba, Tallapragada Viswasundaramma, 
Dasiri Annapumamma
Urdu Sughra Humayun Mirza, Nazar Sajjad Hyder
During the Post-Independence period, a new image of Indian woman has been portrayed in 
literature across languages. Besides the socio-cultural, economic changes along with the 
changed political power and governance, literature also has played an important part in 
influencing the educated elite and middle class women to voice their stands on the position 
of Indian women against the position of Western women. Interestingly many male writers 
also responded to the woman question and have strongly supported a radical change in the 
perception of women in India. Noted among them are Prem Chand (Hindi novelist -  1880­
1936; few popular novels are Godcrn, Ghaban, Sewa Scidcui) who exposed the harsh 
realities and rottenness in women's lives keeping prostitutes, widows, exploited middle- 
class Indian house-wives in the joint family, the collapse of the highly valued Indian joint
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family values, changing nature of family system and values and relationships. Another 
male writer Shivaram Karanth writing in Kannada language sketches the psychology of 
women very effectively and fills his women characters with immense insights about life 
and radicalism (for example his Mookajjiya Kanasugalu where he portrays a grand old 
woman having visions of life and humanism. This book won the Gnyaanapith award 
which is the highest literary award in India). Byrappa gives his female characters unusual 
rights like learning Gayathri mantra, performing Vedic rituals and so on. He emboldens his 
central female characters with much rationality and sense of practicality in following the 
tradition and culture (his Draupadi in Parva is emboldened by the very extremity of her 
husbands’ helplessness and her distress). Masti Venkatesha Iyengar, Girish Kamad, 
Shantinath Desai are among the prominent Kannada writers depicting women as bold, 
sensitive to changes around them in a patriarchal society and experiencing an uprising 
within themselves.6
During the modem and post-modem period in Indian literature, there is no doubt that 
literature has been instmmental in heralding a new thinking among and about Indian 
females, especially so among the educated middle-class. In fact the very response to the 
Western women’s liberation movement came through Indian literature during the 
Nationalist movement and the post-independence days and its impact upon the female 
literate community is astounding.
Women and education in British Colonial India
As I pointed out in the section "Women's position in India: a historical time line" the Vedic 
period was depicted as an open and an equal society where women enjoyed their rights on 
a par with their men, including education. But this social system did not last long. 
Literature occasionally quotes women becoming educated, scholarly and knowledgeable. 
This again was a rare occurrence comparing to the opportunities of learning provided to
6 See Women writing in India: 600 BC to the 20th century, edited by Tharu and Lalita 
(1991) for more readings in this particular section. I have shortened my writing here due to
the limited space.
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men in the society at various historical times. The general picture of women receiving 
education formally is a just noticeable case. By the 19th century there were superstitions 
and mysterious beliefs surrounding female education. For example, in his Report on the 
State o f Education in Bengal (1836) William Adam wrote "a superstitious feeling is 
alleged to exist in the majority of Hindu families, principally cherished by the women and 
not discouraged by the men, that a girl taught to read and write will soon after marriage 
become a widow." He also pointed to the fear commonly shared by Hindus and Muslims 
that a "knowledge of letters" might facilitate female intrigue (Nurullah & Naik quoted in 
Forbes, 1996).
The general belief put to practice through ages was based on the premise that women and 
men did different work and since women mostly were in charge of domestic work at home, 
they did not need any formal education. What was passed on through generations to 
facilitate a girl's dedication to her family needs was more appreciated. Since women 
depended completely on their fathers, husbands and later their sons, investment in 
enhancing their capabilities was regarded more fruitful and worthwhile. So women were 
expected to uphold the status quo.
Even the education system in its philosophy and practice was very different from the 
Western perspective when the Colonial rulers came to India. Among Hindus, the 
Brahmans were learned in all branches of sacred knowledge and the next 'castes’ -  the 
Kshatriya and the Vysya-learned more practical skills to suit the expectations of their 
occupations. Shudras and most women were not imparted education of any kind. Notably 
some upper-class families taught their girls to read the Hindu Holy Texts and household 
arts at home to make them better wives and mothers in future. Similarly some Muslim girls 
were taught to read the Holy Quran. Boys attended the village schools, higher schools for 
Brahman boys to learn different branches of Sanskrit and Persian and Arabic schools 
served the needs of Muslim boys.
However several outstanding cases wherein women ventured to learn to read and write and 
became agents of educational reforms seizing the opportunities when the British formal
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education was introduced have been well-documented (Forbes 1996). The following 
section summarises the developments, limitations and changes brought about in the 
educational sphere during the British Colonial rule and the simultaneous involvement of 
Indian social reformers and their contribution, limitations in the realm of girls' education.
British Colonial education-purpose and limitations: Though formal education including 
women started during the British colonial period, the colonial education system was cast in 
a male mould and encouraged Indian males to be prepared for clerical jobs during the latter 
half of 1800s and onwards. Thus the British colonial administrators reinforced female 
exclusion from the public sphere. Whatever efforts that the English missionaries made, 
they were with an interest of religious conversion (Forbes 1996). The discrimination in 
curriculum was evident during the British period, which offered more domestic subjects 
like home science, music, needle and embroidery work to girls and discouraged women 
from studying masculine subjects like physics, mathematics etc. There was a particular 
preference among the upper middle class and the Indian elite for private schools and 
convents run by the missionaries.
Girls' schools and educational limitations: No doubt there were several girls' schools and 
colleges for women with a good interest of empowering women but the opposing elements 
were stronger against female education. Forbes claims that "In 1854 there were 
approximately 626 girl's schools (Bengal: 288, Madras:256, Bombay:65, and NWFP and 
Oudh:17) with a total of 21,755 students (Forbes 1996; p.41). However, whilst the increase 
in number of girls' schools was a welcome change in the Colonial scenario how far it led to 
the empowerment and development of girls remains questionable. My mother often told 
me that her older sisters, who studied in Christian missionary schools run by Sisters, were 
'very well trained in discipline, home science, embroidery and Bible discourses.' While her 
father liked this discipline very much which he believed 'prepared the girls with obedience 
needed to be shown at their married homes', her mother 'was fearful of the influence of 
foreign culture.'
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Range o f educational contexts, influences and exclusion: On the other hand there were 
big gaps like the rural-urban division, social class and caste exclusion, religion, tradition 
and culture which acted as the negative factors in women's access to education. The very 
issue of female education was a complex web of numerous issues stemming from religious 
practices, social belief system, sex segregation, seclusion, child marriage practice, what 
kind of school and teacher, where, what would be taught, how long and so on.
Contribution o f Indian social reformers to education and their limitations: Local schools 
run by the social reformers trying to eliminate the big difference in the feminine and 
masculine subjects were looked upon with new interest and curiosity by the same sections 
of the society with a progressive bent of mind. However the Indian social reformers, to 
some extent, emphasised on women's education but only to raise their capacity to fit well 
into their traditional roles of a mother or a wife. Again there were differences in the focus 
of social reformers, political leaders and the colonial administrators towards women's 
education.
The Brahmo Samaj, the Arya Samaj, the Prarthana Samaj and Theosophical Society were 
some of the reformist organisations which tried to solve the complexity of the issue of 
female education during the British Colonial period. Many Western-educated Bengali men 
wanted their wives and daughters 'properly' educated and the change of the social attitude 
created a new demand for the 'educated bride'. But this again caused ripples in the layers 
of the society, distancing the educated women, the elite group, from the women of lower 
rungs. There were often disagreements within the social reformist organisations concerning 
female education. People like Rajaram Mohan Roy and Pandit Vidyasagar, in the 19th 
century, blended female education with their dreams of eradicating social evils like sati 
practice, child marriage and encouragement for widow remarriage. Hindu College was set 
up by Indian men in 1816 long before the Colonial governance thought of sponsoring 
English education, to promote Indian boys' education. The setting up of the Calcutta 
School Society to promote female education closely followed this. Many other educational 
organisations like Calcutta Female Juvenile Society (1819), first Boarding school for girls 
in Tirunelveli (the then Madras Province) in 1821, Hindu Balika Vidyalaya in Calcutta in
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1849 quickly followed. Among the Colonial governors, Lord Dalhousie, Governor-General 
of India from 1848 to 1856 was particularly encouraging towards girls' education (Forbes 
1996).
Another noteworthy person who heralded female education in South India was Dr Annie 
Besant who asserted that in ancient India women were educated and enjoyed much more 
freedom than her times. She exhorted the Indians to return to their golden age. Herself 
identifying with women's emancipation since 1874 in England and having been influenced 
by Madame Blavatsky, the founder of the Theosophical Society, Dr Besant saw the 
contemporary social practices such as child marriage and sati as perversions of the original 
Hindu doctrine. But she did not force Western education on Indian women; rather called 
upon them to draw the values from their own ancient culture where women were highly 
regarded with equality (Forbes 1996).
With some special grants-in-aid resulting from the recommendations of the Hunter 
Commission Report of 1882 the scenario of female education in India changed 
dramatically by the turn of the century but only in terms of increase in the number of 
schools. The Commission was especially set up to study the then existing educational 
scenario and suggest improvements. The number of women in Indian universities 
increased from six in 1881-82 to 264 at the end of 1800s and the secondary school 
enrolment number rose from 2,054 to 41,582 (Forbes 1996, p.45). Besides these positive 
trends, personal efforts of people like Pandita Ramabai, Mataji Maharani Tapaswini, 
Dhondo Keshav Karve, and scores of others led the female education movement further 
into more fruitful future (Forbes 1996).
Dadabhai Naoroji, a Nationalist during the 19th century, was a pioneer of girls’ and 
women’s education. Writing on his keen interest in the subject, Mudaliar (1960) says,
... Mr. Naoroji’s tender and loyal championship of women and women’s education 
is but one aspect of a life of what the late Mrs.Sarojini Naidu so aptly called “one 
long and noble consecration to the motherland (p.2).
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These historical details accentuate the efforts of many individuals and schools of thought 
in increasing the opportunities of participation to Indian women and most of the pioneers 
in this process of education for Indian women, were women themselves. Geraldine Forbes 
underlines this development with a note of agency:
The first generation of educated women found a voice: they wrote about their lives 
and about the conditions of women. The second generation acted. They articulated 
the needs of women, critiqued their society and the foreign rulers, and developed 
their own institutions. That these institutions were often as conservative as those 
designed by men should not be taken as a sign that these women wished to preserve 
the status quo. Rather it should be taken as evidence that they understood their 
subordinate position very well (p.61).
Women's education during post-independent India:
After gaining Independence from the British in 1947, the newly formed Indian democratic 
government was faced with many issues pertaining to education. The impact of 
colonialism on policies of education and inequalities in the delivery of education to male 
and females was set to change in the new era not least the challenge of addressing the issue 
of women’s education. However, the overall picture was underlining women's participation 
at all levels of administration and governance with the emphasis on equal rights to women 
as guaranteed in the Indian Constitution. There were many efforts by the fledgling 
governments to understand the issue of women's rights and status connected to the issue of 
female education and suitable action was also initiated intermittently.
However the Indian government's planning about upgrading women's education did not
result in their equal participation and empowerment even after many decades. Efforts were
made at the superficial level of improving the situation of women like their participation in
the public sphere, more access and opportunities of education, and removal of disparities in
curriculum. But effective planning and implementation did not sufficiently focus on the
socio-cultural elements, social stigma and social conditioning, attitudes that operated at the
base against women's equity and participation. The patriarchal societal structure was not
touched by these policy implementors and the major factors like class, caste, and religion
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which all contributed to women's subordinate position were not approached from the 
policy and practical angles. The hegemonic curriculum was still in place.
The present day education system in India is a mixed combination of heterogenous 
governing bodies at the State and the Central level and private agencies. Both the State and 
Central governments plan an annual financial budget for various expenditures and 
improvements in the education field. Besides this, there have been some National policies 
recommended by various committees to bring in changes in the educational structure. The 
first such National Policy was announced in 1968 by the Central Government appointed 
Kothari Commission, which recommended a particular pattern institutionalising primary, 
secondary, higher secondary education and college education to complete one full basic 
cycle of education for any person.
The impact o f the Education Policy of 1986
Another major policy introduced in 1986 proposed a model of elementary, middle and 
higher secondary schooling which also made a special recommendation of popularising 
education among the rural masses. The state, according to the Indian Constitution, is 
obliged to make elementary education free and compulsory for all children below the age 
of 15 years. The governments that followed concentrated heavily on improving the literacy 
rate by increasing the expenditure on resources for an expansion of educational institutions 
rather than focusing on the quality and depth of the education system. Various adult 
literacy programmes introduced under different names by different governments have seen 
very few results. In fact while the overall literacy rate throughout the country remained low 
as before, issues like education to child labourers, girl children, school drop-outs, illiterate 
youths reveal another discriminatory face of education based on inequalities. These issues 
bring into focus the inequalities of gender, class and caste, difference between rural and 
urban areas, access to education, female literacy, enrolment and retention.
The National Policy on Education brought out in 1986 reflects the liberal stand on girls’ 
and women’s education (Bordia 2000). The Policy advocated the implementation of its
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objectives in realising women’s empowerment and strengthening the status of girl child 
through education. However, it is very true that the objectives and the goals of the Policy 
were not implemented fully and successfully (Patel 1998, Nussbaum 2000).
This failure to realise the objectives of a significant policy on education has had many 
repercussions. Nussbaum (2000) in a section called “ India: Sex Equality in Theory, not in 
Reality” states that “India’s Constitution is a very woman-friendly document. The right of 
nondiscrimination on the basis of sex is guaranteed in the list of justiciable Fundamental 
Rights” (p.24). In spite of a strong atmosphere of women’s studies in colleges and 
universities in India now, the country has still not been able to focus on the issue of gender 
and equity successfully (Mohanty in Deccan Herald, November 25,2001).
The current situation
When one attempts to look into the country's inner depths, one will encounter the myths, 
complexities, mysteries and some striking insights about her. There are paradoxes, 
contradictions and remarkable principles, values and spirituality. The value system arising 
from these have placed Indian women in different positions in different historical contexts. 
They have been represented from different perspectives throughout the history. And they 
have represented themselves as practitioners of different agencies (Tharu & Lalita 1991).
Whilst noting the significant improvement in women's progress in literacy, educational 
enrollment, employment, and status, Ghosh & Talbani (1996) underline the impoverished 
and marginalized status of women in India:
But there continues to be an absence of a dynamic orientation in social policy that 
could break the cycle of subjugaton and enable women to participate fully in social, 
political, cultural, and economic spheres and thus contribute to national development
(p-166).
True to the above observation, parents from urban and upper-middle class and also upper 
class do encourage their daughters to have degrees in engineering or medicine or higher
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technical courses but they caution their daughters not to step away from their traditional 
role perception.
In the rural regions the notion of female virtue and honour are viewed with utmost 
importance and are the most closely guarded concepts related to girls. As a result, there are 
telling effects on girls' education who either drop out at the end of their primary schooling 
or never enter schools for the fear of the social consequences of coeducation. Other reasons 
connected to this parental attitude stem from the deep-rooted convictions such as not 
allowing a girl to participate in the public sphere once she reaches puberty, or early 
marriage. While these socio-religious factors affect girl's schooling negatively, the other 
most influential factor is economics. If parents are to choose among their children for 
schooling, it is always a son, not a daughter and so are all other expenses and investments 
towards a son. Usually the girl will be groomed to become a dutiful wife, obedient 
daughter-in-law and a nurturing mother. To that end the opportunities that a girl gets are 
still restricted.
Most of the television channels producing serials on woman as the central subject in India 
today depict women in their traditional conventional roles rather than as an emancipated 
woman who shares an equal status with a man in the public sphere. A project on the 
empowerment of dalit (untouchables) women and youths run by a grassroots organisation, 
ARALU in Karnataka state, has shown that the community workers faced challenges from 
women focus groups themselves. Women from these groups often opined negatively about 
other women who functioned independently in the absence of a man's company in their 
lives (such as separated, divorced or single women). These women expressed their doubts 
about the honour and virtue of such women and termed them as "morally loose women". 
They expressed fear to think "differently" other than what is passed on to them as "values". 
Often single women and those who married outside their own caste and religion were not 
accepted into their groups or not allowed to participate in the weekly meetings (personal 
observation and documentation 2000).
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This situation clearly demonstrates the need for a path-breaking thinking and acting in 
terms of education for emancipation. The relevance of beliefs and attitudes developed over 
generations through the systemic transmission of social systems needs to be critically 
analysed in the context of one’s own life circumstances. Mahatma Gandhi's words ’’While I 
appreciate modem thought, I find that an ancient thing, considered in the light of this 
thought, looks so sweet" serve my purpose here, of upholding the in-depth values of 
ancient India and her spiritual insights guiding a human being towards Absolute Truth and 
Wisdom, blending it with the philosophy of education for personal development and 
emancipation.
I begin the next chapter by explaining how I situate myself in my educational philosophy 
and the various debates occurring throughout my life. Understanding 'where and how do I 
situate myself is helpful for me to perceive my own arguments, analysis and critique of the 
relevance of education for women and also the need for a different educational perspective 
for their emancipation. I present my questions, dilemmas related to this stand by weaving 
different threads using terms like power, knowledge, self, oppressor-oppressed, and 
manipulator-manipulated. In the section on 'women and development in India' I discuss the 
situation from the post-independent India till present. In the section following that on 
'gendered nature of education -  global perspective', I draw from various feminists and 
educationists and academics to reveal that the issue of "how far is education helpful in 
emancipating girls and women" has a global spread. I also bring in threads of feminist 





Women and education for development
There is a light seed grain inside.
You fill it with yourself, or it dies.
-  Jelaluddin Rumi, 13th century Sufi philosopher
Situating the self
Personal educational philosophy
When I started my career as a lecturer I found myself relating more to the students than 
identifying myself as a high-ranking member (I was the Head of the Department of 
Psychology ) of the lecturer community. I concentrated more on the needs of the students, 
identifying the gaps in their learning and helping them gain the worldview. 'Relating to 
people, being responsive and participating in the process of enhancing their capabilities' 
always appeared as a very constructive thought to me and I put it to practice quite 
deliberately as the founder lecturer and Head of my department (many years later when I 
read Paulo Freire I was amazed that I could spontaneously respond to his ideology 
surrounding freedom, liberation, and emancipation). I also realised over the years that my 
thoughts were shaped by human values surrounding liberty, equality and dignity. Besides 
teaching Psychology, I also took upon the role of the college's Unit Leader of National 
Service Scheme (N.S.S.). This widened my scope of interacting with people, coming in 
direct contact with many social problems, training myself in many social empowerment 
subjects such as functional literacy, women's issues and ecological issues.
I believed very strongly in this interpersonal interaction which helped me, in turn, to 
develop myself, gain insights, grow internally towards a 'holistic' view of the world in its 
existence, sustenance and entirety. However this was being done on a small level, at my 
own pace and in my own insignificant way. While understanding the social construction
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around me, I often tried to look through and beyond these various constructed structures 
and systems by de-constructing some of them.
My life was shaped by the values and beliefs that I internalised from my childhood, from 
the readings and the glimpses of the realities of the meaning of life that my mother 
introduced me towards. She passed the eternal message of 'Oneness* to me through those 
innumerable stories told in my childhood. Stories of culture, history, anthropology, 
sociology and geography across time and space, Indian fables, the thoughts and words of 
Swami Vivekananda, Gandhiji, host of Indian philosophers and writers filled my days of 
childhood and youth, shaping my personality.
As I lived through these influences, I thought about the gaps in the educational process that 
I and others were experiencing in equipping us with those skills necessary to understand, 
appreciate and practise the meaning and quality of life. Surrounded by psychological 
theories and lecturing my students day in and day out in my role of a psychology lecturer, I 
felt hopeless sometimes- several questions haunted and perplexed me without much scope 
for an answer within the different schools of psychology. As a staunch supporter and 
practitioner of individual differences, people always were sources of wonder to me, as I 
looked at them in their dynamic contexts. I was interested in the contextual web around 
people, sometimes woven by them, some other times constructed by others. One question 
followed me through out -  why cannot we deconstruct this web of superficiality and 
construct a 'real' world of 'really living people' who experience the true meaning of life in 
all its essence? What exactly is that what I have to understand about life if I need to 
experience it fully, effectively to bring that joy and wonder to me as a child rejoicing in 
something beautiful? I found that the 'insider' in me longed to continue, the 'outsider' in me 
was 'framed' within the societal context. My free consciousness was touching upon the 
periphery of liberation from the situation while my mind bound by duties and 
responsibilities reminded me of the daily routine. I was caught between the 'approach- 
avoidance' conflict. I felt like T.S.Eliot's Prufrock; I would take solace in Rumi's (1995, 
p.36) words:
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Today, like every other day, we wake-up empty 
and frightened. Don't open the door to the study 
and begin reading. Take down a musical instrument.
Let the beauty we love be what we do.
There are hundreds of ways to kneel and kiss the ground.
I did not have the right tools of expression to explain this intrigue, this enigma to others as 
profoundly as I felt it. When I did try, it became diluted in its overt expression. How do I 
say 'why are we in these islands of mental blocks and expressions and very restricted? 
Why are we trapped in our worlds so disabled as to not experience the beauty of life and as 
to not allow others also to have access to that fullness of LIFE within us, around us?' As 
Freire (1973) puts it:
To be human is to engage in relationships with others and with the world. It is to 
experience that world as an objective reality, independent of oneself, capable of 
being known (p.3).
My words, locked inside me, were not uttered for a long time until I started working with 
people at the grassroots in 1996. Although I did often speak passionately about freedom 
and liberation with my family and within the peer group as a youth, I always felt the need 
for a different audience. People around me with urbanised life style did not respond much 
to me. My thoughts formed an identity only when I found a right context in the grassroots 
world. However, the wide gaps between the urban world and the grassroots confused me 
though I was aware of the 'suppressed' richness of the oppressed. What was the reality? 
Some of us, the 'powered', are locked, restricted within ourselves; but are also powered 
enough to lock up others. These some of us created the paradigm of power and knowledge 
and also the divisions. Again it is us who are sensing the urgency for a change. Oppressors 
feeling the need for the empowerment of the oppressed in their own way! I find it an irony 
that there is a universal call for global village/community by the same people who have 
created the divisions in the world. I draw from Gayatri Spivak's (1996) insights on the 
historicity of world cultures and religions linked to the feelings of Oneness and Unity. She 
underlines the need for change and agency in not one way, but in a holistic ecologically 
philosophical way:
I have no doubt that we must learn to learn from the original practical ecological 
philosophers of the world, through the slow, attentive, mind-changing (on both sides) 
ethical singularity that deserves the name of "love"-to supplement necessary 
collective efforts to change laws, modes of production, systems of education and 
health care. This for me is the lesson of Mahasweta, activist/joumalist and writer. 
This relationship, a witnessing love and a supplementing collective struggle, is the 
relationship between her ’'literary” writing and her activism. Indeed, in the general 
global predicament today, such a supplementation must become the relationship 
between the silent gift of the subaltern and the thunderous imperative of the 
Enlightenment to "the public use of Reason," however hopeless that undertaking 
might seem. One filling the other’s gap (p.276).
Besides these thoughts, I asked myself another set of questions on the same continuum. 
My questions were asked within myself, without conforming to any brand names, schools 
of thoughts or even using terms. The search for the meaning of life and experience of 
living was a part of me like the experiments of Fukuoka of Japan who found the meaning 
of his life through organic farming. But I knew that this sense of attempting to discover the 
meaning of life and finding my spiritual and cultural locations in my socio-cultural world 
would not sustain itself to translate thoughts into words to explain the questions dammed 
inside me. The search became my shadow as time went by.71 had to act out, some how, to 
direct the search towards some feasibility before the 'outsider' consumed me wastefully. I 
resigned my job as a lecturer and as the Head of the Department; then from a top donor 
organisation; I changed my work scenario and the search continued with the Gestalten 
'figure and ground' frame. I remained with the grassroots people.
When I was confronted with the issue of marginality at the grassroots, my thinking spread 
in all directions to understand the world and life. I began to experience those forces that 
acted to stifle their understanding of the world and create gaps in their thinking that 
mirrored the divisions in society. The powerful either created the wide gaps in the social 
system or helped that process. When I could perceive the gaps, I began tracing their roots; 
for I believed true humanism was in our commitment, devotion and faith towards values 
and beliefs. But I sensed that the roots of discrimination and divisions intentionally
7 W hile I was completing this thesis, I arrived at, what I call at this stage, my cultural-spiritual location in 
life. I provide more details on this in Appendix IV.
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constructed the differences. A contemporary social activist Anna Hazare in India is a case 
in point to substantiate my expression. Working in the desert region of Rajastan State for 
people’s empowerment in India with opposing forces within the system such as local feudal 
leaders and government bodies, Anna Hazare has successfully organised people for self­
development. His long-standing efforts have indeed resulted in positive social action, 
producing good results in the lives of marginalised people (pr. observation from 1997). To 
quote Freire:
During the phase of the closed society, the people are submerged in reality. As that 
society breaks open, they emerge. No longer mere spectators, they uncross their 
arms, renounce expectancy, and demand intervention. No longer satisfied to watch, 
they want to participate (1973, p.13).
But the scenario in which I was placed with the marginalised people was different and I 
was only a beginner. I remember how rightly Freire (1973) describes this situation:
But unfortunately, what happens to a greater or lesser degree in the various "worlds” 
into which the world is divided is that the ordinary person is crushed, diminished, 
converted into a spectator, maneuvered by myths which powerful social forces have 
created. These myths turn against him; they destroy and annihilate him. Tragically 
frightened, men fear authentic relationships and even doubt the possibility of their 
existence. On the other hand, fearing solitude, they gather in groups lacking in any 
critical and loving ties which might transform them into a cooperating unit, into a 
true community (p.6).
While I was working with grassroots people, I perceived the power relations that 
controlled our lives. The duality or dichotomy in the society -  powerful and powerless, 
manipulators and manipulated, oppressors and the oppressed -  horrified me. Where did 
this power paradigm come from? Ability? Access? Physical strength? Strategic mind-set? 
Knowledge (Freire 1987)?
Ability towards what, access to what, physical strength in achieving what, schemes to 
overpower whom, knowledge leading to the realisation of which goal? These appeared 
before me so nakedly that I was forced to cover my vision of looking at them with the 
superficiality of my routine life style, regular frames like family, work, entertainment and
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duties. But my vision of comprehending the related cues could not be blocked for long. I 
had to remove the temporary cover and be brave enough to proceed to look at them in their 
reality. I had to admit that "theory or introspection in the absence of collective social action 
is escapist idealism or wishful thinking and critical reflection had to result in action" 
(Freire 1970, 1973). I started discovering myself, my life and how I situated 'me* in my 
personal life and myself in the surrounding world. Besides asking myself these questions, I 
also posed them to the development workers, animators and educators at the grassroots in 
my training to enhance human capabilities.
While I engaged myself in this process of self-reflection, unclear thoughts and visions 
probed deep into my psyche asking me was I in a position to understand life? Was I an 
enabled human being to respond to the complexities of the life situations and the affairs of 
the universe affecting our life? Was I educated for this profound comprehension? What is 
the philosophy of education that has been imparted to us in this society? If I can't feel 
enabled to decide about matters affecting my life where is this weakness originating from? 
Lack of empowerment, which is emerging from lack of education which is supposed to 
prepare an individual with critical knowledge and emancipation (Bacchus 1997)? Scrase 
(1997) writes "That there are inequalities in education and less educational opportunities in 
the developing world-which indicates the other side of the world i.e., developed- is 
perplexing and most complex question" (p.xi).
On one side I had these philosophical questions stemming from my own life situations and 
on the other hand the questions were practically relevant to the people with whom I 
worked in context of their subjugation. I took my stand in the direction of the oppression 
against acquisition of knowledge, which gives the power, which is the path of 
enlightenment as generally viewed by the society. I tried to listen to my own voice, 
forming words to express these thoughts welled inside me since my childhood days. 
Looking back now, I am convinced that it was an energising and enriching experience. It 
was as if I was listening to the oppressed person inside me though my outer conscious 
mind was in fact rationally aware of the oppressing and discriminating experiences. I
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opened up a space for this voice to emerge strongly as it was guiding me in a way to 
reorder my worldview and perspectives. Braud (1998) notes that:
Contributing to the appeal and power of the various feminist research approaches are 
their emphases on the voices of the Others, providing opportunities for unassimilated 
others (other persons and other experiences that have not been valued or privileged 
within the dominant culture) to speak their own stories with their own voices and
opportunities for these voices to be listened to and honored.......Assimilating others,
through storytelling and story listening, facilitates integrations and wholeness, health 
and well-being of the individual and of the greater group, and the framing of a more 
adequate and more complete worldview. Encouraging and attending to a pluralism of 
voices within feminist research approaches are emancipating, empowering, and 
health facilitating (pp.45-46).
Can it be said that acquisition of knowledge leads to power; power leads to differences; 
differences cause divisions and discrimination? Is this paradigm true? Some 'powered' 
men manipulated distribution of knowledge. Then what is that knowledge? Is this the true 
knowledge and wisdom that takes one towards moksha (Salvation) or is it just the practical 
strategic wisdom to 'live better than others' as Swami Vivekananda said? Do the powerful 
have this true knowledge and wisdom as experienced by a spiritual person? Is it the true 
knowledge that one has gained to preserve the balance of life? How do we educate 
ourselves in our quest for a knowledge which leads to a different type of power -  
empowerment -  which removes inequalities and encourages everybody to experience the 
quality and meaning of life which encompasses beauty, equality, humility, harmony, peace 
and integrity? I wish to reiterate the words of Gandhi who was a visionary in this sense: 
"While I appreciate modem thought, I find that an ancient thing, considered in the light of 
this thought, looks so sweet" (quoted in p.54 in the thesis). Sri Aurobindo has said
We have now in emergence an increasing sense of the necessity of a renovation of 
social ideas and expressive forms by the spirit of the nation awaking to the deeper 
yet unexpressed implications of its own culture, but as yet no sufficient will or means 
of execution (1998, p.104).
There have been many attempts to preserve this idea of renovating social ideas by the spirit 
of this land called India through the ages. However as there have been advances, so too 
have there been set-backs in the form of yet another oppression.
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Many a time I found from my experience that power and knowledge did not go together at 
all. True Knowledge/Wisdom (Gnyaana in Sanskrit) is Absolute in itself as the ancient 
Indian culture perceived and practised. It did not give room for the acquisition of and the 
exercise of power to manipulate situations and people in the worldly sense. So the 
powerful only had access to practical strategic wisdom; they did not actually possess the 
knowledge of liberation, the wisdom to understand the profundity of life.
So in one way I would like to term this as power emerging from control over information. 
Mere access to this power by having control over information made them manipulative as 
they closed the approach to others. Hence the division in the society-those who just know 
the approach and because of this knowing the approach, are powerful; and those who have 
remained outside because of these people blocking their way with one foot put forward but 
not moving any further towards the true knowledge/wisdom. This thin line of division has 
made a very big difference. And it has created the duality of our world -  that of 
manipulators and the manipulated; discriminators and the discriminated; oppressors and 
the oppressed. Tandon (1987) says, "the very thinking and valuing process of the ordinary 
peoples is being indirectly influenced through the control and use of knowledge. .. .this 
exercise of power through control over knowledge has been further consolidated with the 
help of more organized research enterprise" (p.214).
The long effect of gender discrimination and inequality started and is continuing even 
today in India despite sporadic social movements to remove the same. Tandon (1987) 
notes that the ordinary persons' own knowledge, "the popular knowledge, has been 
completely devalued with the rise of modem knowledge producing enterprises" (p.214).
That seems to be the case of India women, the first victims of the power dichotomy. As 
humankind became more adapted and as some refined life patterns emerged (civilization), 
the power relations between men and women changed drastically. While the nomadic 
tribes were less pronounced in their power relations and practice, those who established 
permanent dwellings in specific geographical locations led their society towards a leap in
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the power relations -  women were regarded as agents of reproduction and family care 
which became the private sphere. Men were considered to be superior in both knowledge 
and practice which became the public sphere.
Whilst these thoughts were churning inside me, were taking a definite form, my mother 
died very suddenly in an accident, under extremely unsual circumstances (see Chapter IV).
I was placed in an exceptional role at this time, and when I came out of this situation, there 
were certain changes within me. These strange phenomena straight away opened up an 
array of fundamental questions about life itself. A different kind of exploration into power 
relations and the eternal thread of balance in life. What energises us; what is it that makes 
’us’ -  the thinking human beings who are capable of knowledge? And why is it that all of 
us are unable to comprehend the knowledge, whatever it may be? What does this 
knowledge lead us finally to? How are we led into this finality, or the Absolute? What is 
the medium and path? And what is it that we finally attain -  experience the Eternal Truth, 
Salvation, Enlightenment (as in Bhakti movement, Sufi philosophy, visions of ancient 
Indian ascetics)? What do we strive for in our living moments?
My mother was an extremely spiritual person who did not overindulge in the rituals of 
Brahmanism yet expressed her spirituality in her allegiance to three words: shraddha, 
bhakti and nishtha (faith, devotion and commitment) towards everything that a person 
does. This was her fundamental approach to life and everything encompassed in it. Though 
these three words were the mantra of her life, she suffered a lot because of her 
subordinated position as a woman. She was the epitome of Indian values and spirituality 
yet she was oppressed by the same Indian socio-cultural system. While she worshipped 
different goddesses of positive energy (.shakti) every day at home, she lacked personal and 
social space to emerge as a liberated individual. This was the same with my grandmother 
(my father's mother) also but from a different platform. She lived independently (extremely 
nmisual in Indian society where a female is a dependant of her father, brother, husband and 
son in her life) until her death at the age of 85, thereby becoming a constant source of 
challenge to her children. Her daughters did not accept her courage and standing up for her
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rights; her sons rejected her for her attitude of 'challenging the men' and having the guts to 
lead a life of 'her own, with her whims and fancies'.
As her not-so-favourite grandchild I was not as close to her in our relationship as my two 
elder sisters. But I always felt curious about her since she lived all alone in the family 
house in her native village. On a handful of occasions that I was with her alone I urged her 
to tell her story. She would laugh at me as I was a teenager when I asked her. Nonetheless 
she did narrate some details of her life to me on a few occasions. Besides this she would 
visit us and live with us for a period of weeks or even months on each visit. This gave me 
good opportunities to listen to her, and observe her. That my father was afraid of her was 
the single most awesome factor which made me watch her in her relationship with her son 
(my father). I admired this lady for another reason too-that she could display her power 
before my father which no else dared to do, in my awareness, for he was recognised as a 
tough man.
When I grew up, becoming aware of gender inequalities around me, the discrimination I 
felt in my life allowed me to read stories from my mother's and my grandmother's life. I 
constructed many pictures within their multi-layered stories of gender inequalities and 
struggle for identity. I watched keenly how my mother stood by her mother-in-law as a 
woman all through her life more as an understanding woman than as a dutiful daughter-in­
law and supported her on many important occasions. When my grandmother became 
paralysed due to a fall in the bath at the age of 84 (while being alone in the village), my 
mother nursed her in her bed-ridden state. None of my aunts and uncles volunteered to take 
care of their own mother. My mother often said what a grand lady her mother-in-law was. I 
tried to internalise this humanism. I quote Elizabeth Meese (1998) here:
Everyone tells her mother's story differently...... I go on writing her, working for her
futurity, considering a future perfect tense that can carry her into time yet to come 
(p.570).’
Many different details formed my story used for this thesis. My reflections, insights, 
recollection from my memory and the untold truths about me and my life came out as
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dialogues and narratives in Sakhi Katha (Sakhi's Story). The narrator in the story, Sakhi is 
not outside me and vice versa. As Bruner (1987) says "Narrative imitates life, life imitates 
narrative —  The story of one’s own life is, of course, a privileged but troubled narrative in 
the sense that it is reflexive: the narrator and the central figure in the narrative are the 
same" (p.13). As the narrator and the researcher I was an insider and also an outsider. As a 
daughter and a granddaughter, I wondered about my mother and grandmother as strong 
sources of strength and often relied upon their strength to replenish me or draw from their 
memories to reorder situations of my life.
As a female I wondered many times about my grandmother and mother-how did they view 
their discriminated positions? Where did they gain that strength and spirit from and their 
integrity? Did their failure to gain a better foothold in their families become their personal 
failure? But then female agency was present everywhere, in their everyday life situations 
(Cranney 2001, p.101). The society recognised their capabilities and strong personalities 
but they were denied space within their families. Was it their socio-religious belief pattern 
that kept them chained to their subordinated position?
Coming from the ancient Indian culture, being bom into a Brahman family, I had easy 
access to education but was harshly subjected to the gender discrimination practised at 
home and by the societal system. Since I explored into the ancient Texts of Hinduism very 
early in my life, I comprehended multi-faceted societal upheavals, the meandering flow of 
life and was able to sense the divisions. Probably my position in a discriminatory situation 
made me seek these readings and carry out an internal reflective, introspective process. 
When I was reading anthropology, history, sociology, literature, translations of ancient 
Holy Texts throughout my childhood and adolescence, these disciplines of human life 
provided good reasons to interpret my subjugated position as a female.
What used to surprise me in my youth was that the kind of discrimination that I 
experienced in my family is seen in the families of the last class— the Shudra community 
which has given rise to hundreds of castes and sub-castes. If the oppressed is a Shudra how 
is it that women are also oppressed, along with the Shudra class? So the lowest class of the
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society and women of all the classes are regarded as inferior in this sense of power and 
knowledge. I remember having questioned my mother in my adolescence about Bhagavan 
Krishna's words, who very generously says the Gita can be read even by inferiors like the 
Shudra class of people and the women which will grant them better lives in their next life. 
The problem, I told my mother at that time, could be solved in only one way—since the 
Bhagavaan is a HE, he could not treat all of his children equally. If it were to be a Mother 
Goddess she would have never said anything so discriminatory. My mother was highly 
displeased with my analysis since she believed in every word of the Gita and tried her best 
to live by every word to attain moksha. While that was the paradox of her life in the 
position of an educated woman having been restricted by her socio-cultural beliefs, in my 
life I was cursed several times by my family members for raising debatable questions of a 
gendered nature. Trinh T. Minh-ha (1989) writes:
In today's context, to defend a gendered way of living is to fight for difference, a 
difference that postpones to infinity and subverts the trend toward unisex behavioural 
patterns. The story of gender-as-difference is, therefore , not "the story of what has 
been lost" (Illich), but the story of that which does not readily lend itself to 
(demonstrative) narrations or descriptions and continues to mutate with/beyond 
nomenclature (p. 116).
This, later in my adult life, set me thinking about the sociology of our institutions in the 
background of culture and tradition. I felt the need for a deconstruction of the world. The 
myths and perversive social beliefs and practices provided a good background, stimulating 
my understanding, interpretation and analysis of these social constructions. In my work 
with the marginalised women as an agent of social change I personally witnessed several 
dynamics and governing elements such as access to information and thereby control over 
power relations by men.
While looking at the social constructions I also tried to reflect more deeply from the planes 
of religion and culture, deep-rooted antagonistic notions about women and their status, 
equating them with the last strata of the society and the lowest caste -  Shudra -  and 
positioning them subordinate^ in the patriarchal society. But it is just not this. It is not 
what the feminists of the West have thought out to be in that the argument of patriarchy
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serves as the sole rationale for a discussion of the woman question. The oppression of 
women in a colonised country like India takes many forms. The 'subaltern' is formed 
through historical processes, structured and restructured with new systemic oppressive 
factors. What Tharu and Lalita (1993) say in the following lines is connected to my words:
Euro-American feminist theory has tended to concentrate its efforts principally on 
exposing the patriarchal urgencies that underwrite representations of women and 
shape the conceptual and methodological apparatus of a discipline. Though they 
admit the need to take race and class, and occasionally even imperialism, into 
account, these theories usually treat patriarchy as an isolatable system responsible for 
the subordination of women, to which, in the interests of a more complete analysis of 
the workings of power in a particular society, oppressions of race and class might be 
"added."... Patriarchies are clearly formed through historical processes and 
structured by other dominant ideologies-of colonialism, of class, and of caste, which 
they in turn structure (p.41).
Several key questions during this process of reflection stemmed from this structural 
analysis- was religion the root cause of gender discrimination and inequality; was it the 
skewed perceptions of the male-female dichotomy that caused inequalities around the 
world? Was it only a male:superior construct that dictated this imbalance in the society or 
was it socio-religious beliefs and practices that led to the normalisation of subordinated 
position of females in Indian society? Or was it the sociobiological theory of 'inclusive 
fitness' (Hamilton 1964) that makes males regard their investment in a son more valid than 
in a daughter, thus developing a notion that it is a wasteful effort to empower a daughter? 
(When I questioned Dr Hamilton about this possibility he strongly denied any such notion 
and said he did not personally believe that human parents invested differently in their sons 
and daughters—pr. communication, 1990). However, my father always maintained that 
parents invested in sons more than daughters throughout the world cutting across religions 
and he often mocked me saying that it was not only in our family. Then what could it be -  
biological, social, psychological, cultural or religious? In a recent feature article in an 
Indian national newspaper, Aarti writing on 'Menace of female foeticide opines that,
In order to bring down birth and infant mortality rates, it is imperative to change the 
mind set of son preference, help parents realise that girls are no less than boys and 
that they are an important component of any family. While the community at the 
house-hold level can aid in smashing gender discrimination, political commitment at
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the macro level to effectively operationalise women's empowerment programmes can 
facilitate in improving the status of women. {Deccan Herald, August 19,2001)
This collectively indicates the deep-rooted patriarchal attitude which is still operating 
against females in India. I recall a poem by Sumangalamata, from a collection called 
Therigatha written in Pali language sometime during 600 BC.
A woman well set freel How free I  am
A woman well set free! How free I  am,
How wonderfully free, from kitchen drudgery.
Free from the harsh grip of hunger,
And from empty cooking pots,
Free too of that unscrupulous man,
The weaver of sunshades.
Calm now, and serene I  am,
All lust and hatred purged.
To the shade of the spreading trees I  go 
And contemplate my happiness.8
This little poem reflects the turbulent days of the nuns whose outcry for spiritual 
enlightenment and liberation is well-registered in their song.
I have often struggled to approach the woman question from these and many other angles. 
After years of reflection, field work, academic reading and life experience I found that they 
are interwoven. It is not only the question of woman's identity but also a debate over the 
relevance of values like equity, liberty, dignity, justice and harmony. Especially so in the 
case of women's emancipation issues that one needs to emphasise more on participation 
with equity. I quote Benhabib (1992) to register my above understanding:
8 (A poem by Sumangalamata, from a collection called Therigatha in Pali. This is a 
collection of the Songs of the Nuns, written during 6th Century B.C. Translated by Uma 
Chakravarti and Kumkum Roy in Women writing in India: 600 BC to the early 201 
century, in Tharu & Lalita 1991).
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Yet this is a strange world; it is one in which individuals are grown up before they 
have been bom; in which boys are men before they have been children; a world 
where neither mother, nor sister, nor wife exist. The question is not what Hobbes 
says about men and women, or what Rousseau sees the role of Sophie to be in 
Emile’s education. The point is that in this universe the experience of the early 
modem female has no place. Woman is simply what man is not; namely they are not 
autonomous, independent, but by the same token, nonaggressive but nurturant, not 
competitive but giving, not public but private (p.157).
The voices in my story: their positioning
Chapter IV, in which I have written my story, reflects these thoughts and documents the 
prevailing hypocritical, bourgeois socio-cultural system. The three voices which construct 
the story (it is predominantly told by me, the researcher) of Sakhi (hence it is Sakhi Katha) 
strive for autonomy; they struggle for a firm foothold in a man's world and realise the 
harsh myth that "the world of the female is constituted by a series of negations. She is 
simply what he happens not to be. Her identity becomes defined by a lack -  the lack of 
autonomy, the lack of independence, the lack of the phallus. The narcissistic male takes her 
to be just like himself, only his opposite" (Benhabib 1992, p.157). Interestingly the first 
two generations of women, my mother and grandmother, were educated; my grandmother 
finished her primary schooling during the British Colonial period; both of them were 
economically independent and had strong convictions and personality. Yet they were not 
recognised for their strength as individuals and were not given an equal space in the 
society. Women's agency in their daily lives was present and they took decisions affecting 
their everyday lives independently while managing inside and outside home affairs. Even 
then they remained oppressed. Brenda Cranney (2001) while studying the everyday lives 
and the impact of environmental development projects on the lives of women of Himachal 
Pradesh State in Northern India says "They critique their oppressive situation while, at the 
same time, they collude in it" (p.227). As I perceive, the story of agency's presence and 
oppression in Indian women's lives is not to be seen separately as that is the crux of their 
emancipation issue.
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Women and development in India:
Foster, Kimmel and Skelton (2001) while discussing the ’moral and ethical issues for boys' 
underline the fact that the big debate about the role of girls as caretakers and boys groomed 
to enter the ’productive' spheres of life is on a high in the UK, USA and Australia. They 
observe that
indeed, education can be seen to be concerned primarily with the initiation of young 
men as citizens into the ’productive’ processes of society and its culture. In this 
context, women and girls are often cast in the role of caretakers of the learning 
environment and of boys' needs, according to what Pateman calls an unspoken 
'sexual contract' whereby the functions of caring, nurturance and emotional support 
are seen as belonging to women. The ways in which both boys and girls live the 
curriculum, in its broadest sense, reinforce this sexual contract (p.l 1).
Within the broader spectrum of education for emancipation for better participation, this 
study particularly focuses on women’s emancipation for participation in democratic 
processes of equity, dignity and liberty. This particular subject calls for urgent attention in 
this era of changing patterns in world affairs. Most issues concerning women in India 
remain the same irrespective of the socio-political changes happening elsewhere. The 
following sections discuss the dynamics of women's education in India, the issues arising 
out of these dynamics, contemporary women's movement and education for women's 
development, the very 'woman question' as in development discussed by feminists around
the world.
The Preamble of the Indian Constitution states that 'all human beings are bom free and
equal in dignity and rights', reflecting the spirit of Article I of the UN Declaration of
Human Rights. The broad world-view of equality, justice and liberty on which modem
India was envisioned at the threshold of Independence in 1947 faced a huge iceberg of
inequality and feudal hierarchy. Though the original Hindu doctrine upheld these noble
concepts of human kind, these were conspicuously absent in practice. Education, which the
newly declared sovereign, socialist, secular, democratic republic hoped would be the agent
of social transmission, had unfortunately been denied to the women and lower castes
through centuries. "The downward filtration policy of the colonial period-due to limited
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economic development, a feudal agricultural society and a hierarchical society which 
lacked an egalitarian philosophy-prevented the spread of education” (Ghosh & Zachariah 
1987, p.12). Most of the efforts of the 19th century social reformists to provide educational 
opportunities for girls and women was in the context of confronting dark social practices 
like the sati and child marriage. Most of the Nationalist movement period encouraged 
women to become literate and educated to participate in the freedom struggle and support 
their male counterparts rather than concentrate on the women's emancipation and 
development platform. Thus these efforts can be called sporadic and single-minded 
nationalism.
The realisation of the need for women's development with emancipation for equity came 
only during the post-Independence period, especially after the shocking realities published 
in Towards Equality report in 1974 (the study was commissioned by the Indian 
government). Until that time the specific role of education for women's empowerment had 
not attracted much attention and focus. This was so in spite of the many National and 
individual State Governments' schemes and programmes to encourage girls' and women's 
education. The glaring failures recorded in the report pointed out the large number of girls 
remaining out of school, increase in the proportion of illiteracy between men and women, 
failure of the government programmes in reaching the majority of women (Mazumdar 
1987). Vina Mazumdar, the member-secretary of the Guha Committee on the Status of 
Women in India (1971-74) which was appointed by the Government of India, states in a 
chapter called 'Education, Development and Women's Liberation: Contemporary Debates 
in India' (Ghosh & Zachariah 1987) that
The most damaging finding of the Committee was that, in the realm of social values 
and attitudes to women's roles, the educational system had not succeeded in bringing 
about any major change. On the other hand, it had helped to strengthen and 
perpetuate traditional ideas of women's subordination (p.199).9
9 T ow ards E quality: R ep o rt o f  the C om m ittee on the sta tu s o f  w om en in India. (1974). N ew  D elh i: M inistry  
o f  E ducation  &  S o c ia l Welfare. C hapter 6, pp. 108-111. ^
Vina Mazumdar raises three strands of debates about Indian women and education for their 
development, in the chapter written in 1987. "There are, in fact, three major debates" she 
says which are:
(a) has education, instead of eliminating women’s unequal roles and position in 
society, widened gender inequality, and added a new one-that between education 
and uneducated women? (b) should the education policy, which upheld non- 
discrimination/non-differentiation on the grounds of sex since Independence, be 
reversed to provide a special type of education which women would find more 
valuable? and (c) should education play a more prominent and active role in 
eliminating gender inequality and, if so, how? Who should be its target? (p.199)
I bring another strand into this debate -  even if we have the case of educated women 
participating in the public sphere in modem India today, what role has education played in 
removing the inequalities that they are experiencing in their lives? As educated women are 
they emancipated enough to be recognised as citizens on par with men? This question is 
relevant here because,
the assumption that Indian women are deprived of education because of purdah, or 
social seclusion, does not hold good any longer because the sections that confined 
their women to the home have taken the lead in educating them (a) because 
otherwise they could not find a suitable groom; and (b) to push them into the labour 
market when necessary to maintain or improve the family's standard of living 
(Mazumdar 1987, p.201).
Even today the upper middle class and middle class families where most girls receive equal 
education as their brothers (like engineering, medicine and technical courses) ultimately 
use education as a tool for finding a better bridegroom or paying less dowry to the groom's 
family because 'our daughter is highly educated.' Or college degrees act as a security for 
the girl in her future life to fetch her a better job. But these families hardly register a 
complaint when their Tiighly educated daughter' is harassed in her in-laws' house or is 
denied equal rights; because it is usually accepted as part of our social system. Education 
fails here to emancipate either the girl's families or the society. Even the educated woman 
suffers silently, 'imbibing the values’ passed on to her from her parents.
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At the national level in India, the Central Government has been active in bringing several 
legislative Acts to improve the situation (for example, Dowry Prohibition Act). But as 
Daksha Hathi, a journalist and a social activist, in a recent feature titled ’Justice beyond the 
grave' says, ’’Out of 800 dowry death cases, only 130 were chargesheeted” (Hathi 2001). 
Perhaps this figure is for one year. In several efforts to eradicate the practice of female 
foeticide and following the Indian Supreme Court's directive and commitment in this 
direction, the Central Government has decided to amend the Pre-Natal Diagnostic 
Techniques (Regulation and Prevention of Misuse) Act, 1994 (Aarti 2001).
This is the paradox. This is the contradiction that is so characteristic of India through ages. 
She has supreme values of equity, dignity and liberty practised by all people millennia ago; 
these very values are guaranteed in the Indian Democratic Socialist Constitution during the 
modem times. There was a practice set by her citizens long time ago and there is a 
machinery created now for reviving it. But the intermediate forces acting upon this revival 
process are far more damaging and capable of penetrating through this delicate layer of 
Indian spirituality and harmony. Hence the subjugated position of women. There have 
been attempts to see meaning of life through this delicate layer by a few people at different 
periods in history (for example Bhakti movement, Sufi movement). But the effect was a 
wild cry in the jungle against numerous odds to oppress women. Talking of contemporary 
attitude about women in India, I have to quote Mohanty (Deccan Herald, October 7, 
2001), "A politician of some stature remarked in the aftermath of a rape in Bihar, 'What 
offence has been committed? After all a woman is a thing to be enjoyed'"!
Now during the 21st century when we think we are in an 'advanced era', it is time to address 
the issue of gender inequality more emphatically with the approach of education for 
emancipation with newer insights. The standpoints like the operation of patriarchal set-up, 
'nurturing' role of women, typecasting women as "the weaker sex , need to be analysed 
together as the background elements rather than separate compartments. Isolation of each 
cause or division within the causal-area will delay the effects in the equity issue and dilute 
the effect. While noting that the feminist scholars have contributed towards identifying the 
deep-rooted causes for the subordination of women Stromquist (1990) opines that,
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Patriarchal ideologies that control women's sexuality and shape the sexual division of 
labour—mediated by social class—determine women's availability for education as 
well as their attainment of literacy. ...Women need more than the skills to decode 
and encode knowledge and messages produced by patriarchal states; they need 
access to emancipatory knowledge (p. 110-111).
Gender question- global perspective
By the writings and stands of various feminists located in different parts of the world, I 
have come to an understanding of the operation of gender inequalities across the 
geographical borders cutting across class and race. Some of them write about the 
emancipation of different peoples of the world (Friere, Bachchus); a few of them write 
specifically about sexism (Benhabib, Pateman, Simone de Beauvior), even few others on 
women's empowerment and enhancement of capabilities for human development (Martha 
Nussbaum). Writers like Victoria Foster argue for citizenship education to address the 
issue of sexism; academics, development social thinkers and educationists like Gail Kelly, 
Nelly Stromquist, Ratna Ghosh argue for education for women's empowerment. Gayatri 
Spivak quite strongly articulates on the subaltern and the Subaltern Studies Group of which 
she has been a member, warning us to delve deeply into a thorough understanding of the 
subaltern. Spivak has been the most effective translator o f Indian social 
activist/joumalist/prominent writer Mahasweta Devi's works. While writing in the 
'Translator's preface and afterword' to Mahasweta Devi, Imaginary Maps (1995) Spivak 
expresses her stand on the global gender issue:
... Mahasweta dramatizes that difficult truth: internalized gendering perceived as 
ethical choice is the hardest roadblock for women the world over. The recognition of 
male exploitation must be supplemented with this acknowledgment. And the only 
way to break it is by establishing unethical singularity with the woman in question, 
itself a necessary supplement to a collective action to which the woman might offer 
resistance, passive or active (p.272).
These two points clearly point out another assumption about girls’ education in India. It is 
definitely not serving as a path for emancipation to raise awareness about women's
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subjugated position and initiate response and action towards gender equity and citizenship. 
We have different but similar voices expressing integrated stand on the issue of gender 
inequalities.
This again calls for attention to the woman question: women as citizens. Education is still 
needed to empower women as better citizens from all respects, especially so in the third 
world countries. Irrespective of geographical boundaries we come across vast literature on 
this particular subject (Bacchi 1990, Benhabib 1992, Burra 2001, Codel991, Critical views 
on the Beijing Conference 1995, Evans 1994, Foster 1992, 1994, 1996, 1997; Freire 1970, 
1973, 1985; Gatens 1991, Goetz 2001, Leech 1994, Manchanda 2001, Nussbaum & Sen, 
1993, Nussbum 1999, 2000; Pateman 1989, 1990; Spivak 1996, Stromquist, 1990, 1997).
My personal observation and documentation while I visited scores of villages in India 
often brought up a different side of this issue. Mothers of out-of-school girls would often 
opine that their daughters were better off getting trained in the kitchen and helping their 
younger siblings and brothers, running their homes in their absence etc. Sometimes a group 
discussion and some brain-storming would bring their helplessness out- ’yes, we know that 
we are suffering as women. What are our men doing to us? They earn some meagre 
amount of rupees, spend that on liquor or tobacco or gambling. It is we, the women, who 
are running the families and yet are puppets in their (men) hands. What do we do? We 
have to accept our fate (karma) and continue. We don’t have the courage to question this 
age old system.' Though a hopeless situation, there was a recognition of the fact of their 
subjugated position.
The situation has not improved much from last decade as Mazumdar had observed in 1987, 
"When women labour, daughters are needed as helpers, and even the presence of a school 
nearby cannot bridge the gap without supportive services" (p.202). A school is the least 
remembered thing during such times. Duties, responsibilities, roles, expectations, 
intimidating social factors and her own perceptions ’intemalised-through-generations’ , 
understanding and reactive ways act together in preventing the girl child away from the 
best possible opportunity for emancipation, the school. Stromquist (1990) adds more
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affirmity to this point, "Illiteracy does not occur at random but is typically the plight of 
poor and powerless people and it is a fundamental manifestation of the problem of social 
inequality" (p.97).
Neera Burra, in her essay on girl child labour and cultural stereotypes, writes th a t" it is 
very difficult to confront the power of tradition and to deny its overwhelming influence in 
the lives of people" (Burra 2001, p.486). She quotes Nussbaum, who says "the situation of 
women in the contemporary world requires moral stand-taking" (Nussabaum quoted in 
Burra 2001, p.486). Poverty is not just about lack of income and resources, but it is also 
about control over these resources. It is about who manages these resources and takes 
decisions about how these resources are to be used. When we look at it in the context of 
girl’s education, custom and tradition play a major role in deciding whether girls are sent to 
school or are relegated to working full time within the four walls of their homes. Again, 
quoting Nussbaum ’Customs, in short, are important causes of women’s misery and death. 
It seems incumbent on anyone interested in justice, and aware of the information on 
women’s status, to ask about the relationship between culture and justice’ (ibid).
My lived experience shows that it is not just poor women who experience the oppression; 
even the educated women lack control over resources and are cornered by their values of 
traditions, custom and culture. This thesis focuses on the overall purpose of education for 
women’s emancipation irrespective of their economic and educated position.
Benhabib (1992), while trying to ’define two premises as constituents of feminist 
theorizing' (p. 151) says
The historically known gender-sex systems have contributed to the oppression and 
exploitation of women. The task of feminist critical theory is to uncover this fact and 
to develop a theory that is emancipatory and reflective, and which can aid women in 
their struggles to overcome oppression and exploitation. Feminist theory can 
contribute to this task in two ways: by developing an explanatory-diagnostic analysis 
of women's oppression across history, culture and societies, and by articulating an 
anticipatory-utopian critique of the norms and values of our current society and 
culture, such as to project new modes of togetherness, of relating to ourselves and to 
nature in the future (p.152).
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Stromquist has positioned herself as a development thinker and practitioner as well as an 
academic based in the US. Standing by the concept of 'literacy leading to women 
empowerment as an easy approach' (1990), she believes that one of the major causes of 
women's subordination is the sexual division of labour and men's control over women's 
sexuality. Her stand that literacy and education do make women more analytical and 
increase their assertiveness, self-esteem is debatable in my view in light of the typical 
socio-cultural and religious system prevailing in India. My argument covers both illiterate 
rural poor women and also the literate urban upper class women of India. I agree with 
Stromquist when she says "the egalitarian beliefs that women may develop through 
education threaten those who benefit from women's unpaid work and docile attitude" 
(1990, p.99).
However, I would like to depart from this position to point out that the Indian woman 
question includes 'the egalitarian beliefs' and also a completely different set of mental 
attitude which forces women to remain in a secondary position on the basis of typical 
socio-cultural and religious beliefs. My interaction with women at the grassroots has 
shown that mere literacy does not serve the purpose of women's emancipation. Most of the 
literacy programmes in India usually reflect in illiterate poor rural and slum women 
learning to sign in the savings books of their SHG and they do not progress beyond that. I 
have questioned this strongly in the field and also with NGOs with whom I have been 
associated over years. We are making the stand that women's emancipation requires 
several steps beyond functional literacy, a form of gendered literacy that even Freire did 
not envisage. Emancipation as Freire portrays, empowerment as numerous feminists and 
development activists express, education as academics point out -  all these need to 
culminate into a macro approach, education for emancipation, impacting on the micro lives
of women.10
Pateman (1989) aptly observes that the social contract of citizenship and democratic civil 
freedom is actually underwritten by a ‘sexual contract’ within the patriarchal system.
10 The question of'literacy' and 'literacies' w ill not be discussed in detail in this thesis, for lack o f space. I 
hope to elaborate on this significant question in a further work.
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Unless these two large communities are involved in the complete process of citizenship, 
the much publicised social change will not be complete. There is an increased amount of 
evidence about little attention being given to the gendered nature of citizenship from both 
social and educational perspectives, emerging from the economically less developed 
countries (Bacchus 1997, Benhabib 1992, Burra 2001, Nussbaum 2000, Pateman 1990, 
Scrase 1997, Kelly 1992, Leech 1994).
We also hear similar voices from parts of economically developed countries indicating 
wide disparities in girls’ and boys’ education and in women’s position in education, 
employment and exercising of rights, access to power, status and privilege in society 
(Foster 1997, Kelly 1992, Martin 1991, Pateman 1989, 1990, Stromquist 1990). So it is not 
surprising if  we are to say that girls and women do not enjoy the status of complete 
citizenship despite stepped up efforts to understand the gender issue in most of the world 
(Annas 1993, Benhabib 1992, Code 1991, Critical views on the Beijing Conference 1995, 
Evans 1994). This alarming situation calls for immediate urgent action in various areas of 
gender development viz., socio-economic and educational changes, newer politico- 
economic approaches and a thorough understanding of human capabilities concept for a 
definite and improved identity (Nussbaum 2000) and for an overall improvement in the 
quality of life (Nussbaum & Sen 1993).
Feminism, feminist theories and feminist thinking encompass the key issues of the woman 
question-definite self-identity, equal status and struggle for citizenship. During the process 
of decolonisation and démocratisation, wide-spread action was witnessed leading to 
feminist discourses on the understanding of gender position and status. Formal recognition 
of human rights by the UN, ratification of the Convention on Women’s Rights, have been 
observed as important steps towards gender equity. World development bodies like the 
UN, UNICEF, UNESCO have made attempts for improving female literacy rate, 
betterment of education etc.
However, the shaping of a modem world with holistic development of men, women and 
children as planned by the UN bodies has seen very little end results. Despite all efforts of
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development we still live in a world of inequalities. Bhola (1998) observes that education 
today
is not in step with future and enable people to have a critical consciousness about 
globalization as a historical, political, economic, social, cultural and educational 
phenomenon. We need education, but even more we need critical education, of 
adults- both of the leaders and the led. Education as an instrument of economic 
productivity, politicization and enculturation can play an important part in the 
humanization of the process of globalization” (p.489).
“ With curriculum, there are glaring differences and disparities across the globe” (Foster 
1992). While girls’ education is a serious problem in economically less developed 
countries, in terms of enrolment, attendance, retention, curriculum, secondary and higher 
education, it takes a different but similar shape in the economically developed countries 
also in terms of higher education, equal opportunities, gender-friendly curriculum, and 
relationships in the educational environment. Foster, in her article on 'Feminist theory and 
the construction of citizenship education' (1997), emphasizes that if women have to assume 
full citizenship, both educational philosophy and curriculum theory and practice need to be 
radically reinvestigated.
When we look at the school enrollment figures and retention of girls in the eLDCs, there 
has been a steady increase over the years. But not surprisingly it is not the same case in the 
eDCs with the figures differing frequently. However, the fact that there has been a rise in 
the female school enrollment figures in the third world does not necessarily mean that 
equality in figures is achieved (Kelly 1992, p.268). While delineating on liberal framework 
of equality for women, Foster (1992) writes,
present moves to re-conceptualise women’s studies, with its supposed gender-neutral 
and gender-balanced connotations of equality, illustrate this kind of re-working of 
the liberal position of gender equality. Clearly the ideal of gender neutrality is 
impossible to implement in a patriarchal society governed by a division between the
public and private (p.56).
79
Girls’ education in general, is a topic of much discussion world wide. In fact one should 
note that the question of gender identity and the issue of citizenship is equally visible in the 
West as well especially in the last decade (Leech 1994, p.87).
Summary
As explained in the earlier sections, the context of this thesis is about gender and 
development in India in the backdrop of gender inequalities. My readings on human 
agency, social change, community and society have been important for this study. During 
the post-independence days in India violence against women is on the rise and is appearing 
in newer forms such as biased sterilisation, abortion of female foetus, violence in armed 
conflict, ethnic and communal conflict, violation of tribal women’s rights, damage to their 
individuality and dignity. There are clear indications that even Right to Life is being 
threatened as seen in the cases of dowry deaths. Right to live in dignity and freedom, right 
not to be subjected to torture, to cruel and inhuman and degrading treatment seem to be 
unknown words even to the educated class of people in cities. There seems to be a 
blindness in the basic perspective and understanding of the equity issue even.
We are surrounded by incessant talks and vehement arguments about implementing 
universal primary education (UPE) for all children under the age of 15 years, which is 
predominantly a programme of the UNICEF and UNESCO. The whole decade of the 
1990s was spent on conferences dwelling on the theme ‘Education For All’, debates and 
planning to implement this objective (Bhola 1998, Ball 1998, Hallak 2000, Irvine 2000, 
Malhotra 2000).11 With some success in some states in some countries, the UPE is still 
high on the agenda on India (Bordia 2000).
However, there seems to be little emphasis given to the question what is education doing to 
us and how many are able to reap the benefits of elementary education and become 
enabled human beings, especially so in the case of the girl child. The questions cover girls 
and women irrespective of their rural or urban contexts. Because the issue of what
EFA -  basic education for children and adults.
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education, and towards what, is focusing on both target groups and regions, while 
considering their empowerment and critical emancipatory skills.
My own experience while training educators, striving to educate children and women of 
marginalised communities in India reveals that today people at the grassroots have lost 
respect towards formal education. ‘Will education give us jobs?’ - they ask-‘especially 
government jobs?’ This situation looks very discouraging as people are viewing education 
as a means of getting government jobs; not as a means of personal transformation, 
empowering them with critical emancipatory knowledge. It is worth a thought to say that 
this is not education but a combination of schooling and training in a most formal and 
detached manner. Connell explains " ... For education is a social process in which the 'how 
much' can not be separated from the 'what'. There is an inescapable link between 
distribution and content" (Connell 1993, p.18).
For most people, a value-based holistic education which equips the individual to become 
capable of critical inquiry, having critical emancipatory knowledge, facilitating others to 
move towards fuller citizenship in a democracy sounds unfamiliar. So the question of what 
aspects of education we should look at from the perspective of gender and development to 
achieve stability and democratic citizenship is not only relevant but also significant. This is 
all the more so in the context of India where women are typecast into culturally 
stereotyped roles. This is so irrespective of urban or rural context.
Burra quotes Martha Nussabaum in her essay on girl child labour ".. It is very difficult to 
confront the power of tradition and to deny its overwhelming influence in the lives of 
people. ... the situation of women in the contemporary world requires moral stand-taking 
(Burra 2001, p.486). Poverty is not just about lack of income and resources, but it is also 
about control over these resources. It is about who manages these resources and takes 
decisions about how these resources are to be used. When we look at it in the context of 
girl's education, custom and tradition play a major role in deciding whether girls are sent to 
school or are relegated to working full time within the four walls of their homes. Again as 
Nussbaum says: 'Customs, in short, are important causes of women's misery and death. It
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seems incumbent on anyone interested injustice, and aware of the information on women’s 
status,... to ask about the relationship between culture and justice’ (Burra 2001, quoting 
Nussbaum 1995:3-4).
Empowerment of women encompasses economic independence and self-sufficiency, 
education, self-confidence, decision-making capacity and equal status with the 
fundamental effect on improving the inherent capabilities. The position of subordinate 
subjects, second-class citizens and cultural stereotypes needs to be changed. What we need 
is a thorough perception and practical education for emancipation.
With this discussion of women and education for development, I present the story of 
gender inequalities in the next chapter. The story is not analysed; they are referred to in 
the chapters. After the story of gender inequalities I discuss the possibilities and potential 




Sakhi Katha  ( S a kh ts  Story)
Why do I  tell my story as Sakhi?
I have narrated my story as a female child bom into an orthodox Brahman middle class 
family in India. For the sake of my own better understanding, I have narrated my story 
through a girl called Sakhi.
Why do I call myself Sakhi in this story? Sakhi brings to my mind the beautiful image of a 
female who is a confidante. Sakhi is a Sanskrit word for a female gender pronoun, 
meaning, a close friend and a life-long companion to anybody; she can be a close 
associate, a close friend, a wife, a mother, a sister. Sakhi represents a person who 
understands and loves life in its entirety. She appreciates the beauty of life; spreads the 
pleasantness of life wherever she goes and is; hands over the most adorable taste of life to 
everybody that she relates to; she is a fountain of life energy. In the dichotomy ofpurusha 
and prakriti (in Sanskrit meaning male and female elements), Sakhi is prakriti or nature.
On the other hand, Sakhi is also the name of my Development Consultancy which I started 
in India in 1999. The idea of Sakhi took shape in May 1997 during a national level 
consultation on child labour and primary education. When I decided not to work for any 
single organisation as an employee, I based my decision on the conviction that I had to 
work with many people. I had to spread my reach, my interaction and my association with 
more and more 'marginalised' people across diverse locations and cultures. I imagined 
myself as a Sakhi, a female who facilitates another person’s happiness and peace. I 
imagined my role among the marginalised people to bring awareness, awakening which 
finally could lead them to experience life through emancipated eyes. Even to talk about 
this we need a facilitator. I decided to become in my life a facilitator or a Sakhi.
Even to come to such an understanding and the decision following it, I have traversed a 
long path, led a long journey. From the age of three until now I have searched for
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something around me. I have felt very restless at various stages of my life, as I could not 
see people experiencing happiness and peace. Most of us, I felt, are held back in our 
experiences of a fuller life. This seems especially so in the case of Indian women. 
Tradition, religion, culture, society, norms, beliefs, values, convictions, service, threat to 
physical wellbeing and many more bindings tie them down. These are such conflicting 
factors that they tear us, Indian women, apart in our struggle to survive and to become. I 
have asked myself many times-is it us who construct these threads around us and push 
ourselves inside a cocoon only to boil in the hot water to become a thread in another's silk 
fabric. That one thread of polished silk coming out of so much suffering and pain and 
sacrifice! Or is it "the others" who make cocoons out of us and force us to become threads 
to make the fabric for them? Will we ever be and become? How do we go along this path 
dampened by so many tears?
This anguish is not just mine. It is reflected in many literary works of prose and poetry of 
women and on women throughout Indian history (Tharu & Lalita 1991). So how do we 
understand ourselves as women? In other words how should we understand the woman 
question itself?
This chapter is designed to portray the (her) story of Gender and Development through the 
lived experiences of three generations of women. I have constructed my own life story as 
the vehicle through which I can understand my own dilemmas and to facilitate my own 
reflections in order to situate myself. I represent the third generation female in my story as 
Sakhi, in the fabric of Indian society. Even though Sakhi is bom and brought up in a 
cosmopolitan city with good educational background and good living standards, she is still 
struggling to be emancipated and liberated in many respects, and still attempting to 
interpret her personal beliefs and cultural locations. The following constmcted story is 
intended to demonstrate how women are still pinned down by cultural and religious 
influences which, sometimes, frame them so that they enter into conflicts about culture, 
values and education that impact on their quality of life as women. As Sakhi, I am still 
confronting these factors to try to experience life as a liberated individual. Just as the olden 
days of ancient India have been romantically depicted as a golden time where love
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welcomed freedom, and opened up the doors of experiences, so today women seek 
learning that may lead towards a sense of integrity of life to bring peace, happiness, 
contentment and harmony.
The writing of this chapter has provided an avenue through which I have moved another 
step towards spirituality. By combining the literary with the academic, the personal with 
the professional, I have been able to explore more deeply, the concepts of equity, liberty 
and dignity. My work at the Centre allowed me to facilitate this enabling process in other 
women's lives also. My story of the three generations of women locates such work in its 
historical context, demonstrating the need to understand that the process of achieving 
fundamental human rights needs space and time. The development of human capabilities 
needs to be finely balanced within the life processes themselves.
While addressing the woman question throughout this thesis, I have tried to bring to light 
the gender inequalities in India. This story is a particular instance of feminist thinking, to 
illustrate through lived experience what I have substantiated with other feminist thinking, 
in Chapter III, that a similar situation prevails across the world.
Even while telling the story I have been an outsider as well as an insider. While the 
dialogues are in first person, the narratives are presented by Sakhi who is also myself. 
There are a few soliloquies that represent my direct voice. I leave the readers free to 
analyse my story. I wanted to keep it this way for my concept of a Sakhi as explained 
above. She is me and I am her always, in my life. For a better understanding of this form 
and structure of this chapter and to facilitate better comprehension I am quoting Ely, Vinz, 
Downing, Anzu (1997) in the following explanation:
In our experience, many layered stories are written in first person. Certainly layered 
stories might be written in third person. This creates a more distanced presentation, 
on the one hand, but might serve other purposes as well. A third person narrator 
predominantly describes what is seen and heard, recording what is taking place 
outside of self more than the interior thinking or feeling that is often associated with 
first person. The third person narrator tends to stand back, to observe rather than to 
express feelings (pp.85-86).
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Like layered story, then, pastiche directs the readers' attention to multiple realities by 
combining various representations to emphasize the relation between form and 
meaning. We think one kind of pastiche uses layouts that break linear representations 
more overtly than does layered story. Other versions of pastiche rely on multiple 
forms in combination - vignettes, theoretical constructs, first-person accounts, 
layered stories, plays, poetry, autobiography, biographical data, allegories, diaries, 
parodies, songs, picture strips and their narratives, direct quotes, multivoice 
accounts, collage, and the researcher's own stories and musings - all important means 
through which pastiche may be composed. The forms selected may reflect various 
states of mind (interior monologue combined with dialogue); relate events 
(narrative); capture images, sounds, or rhythms (poem); or emphasize conversation 
(dramatic scenes). Each medium of telling makes reference to a different way of 
knowing or coming to know that adds to the fabric of total meaning (p.97).
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Elder sister, elder sister,
to have a talk
heart to heart,
let's push open the attic door
then untie our hearts.
Have a talk
heart to heart
with the sacred tu ls i plant
swaying in the courtyard.
The moon has gone
behind the attic;
sweet is the talk
between mother and daughter.
Put a double wick 
into the lamp; 
elder sister, elder sister, 
let's talk all night.
For such give and take 
a mountain is not enough!
I  live on the courage 
your words give me, 
elder sister, elder sister.
-  Marathi folk song. Page 13812
Elder sister, Elder sister
12 Translated by Vilas Sarang. Women w ritin g  in In d ia : 6 0 0  B C  to the e a rly  2 0 th 
century. Tharu, S. A Lalita, K., (1991). (Eds.), London. Pandora Press.
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Elder sister, elder sister 
I  have a story to tell,
My story of struggle, fight
My mother's story of sacrifice and suffering
My grandmother's story of loneliness and dignity.
How do I  tell these three women's stories
stories of karma
stories of acceptance,
stories of rejection and rebellion;
Elder sister elder sister 
I  live on the Wisdom 
that you give me now 
to tell my story.
Younger sister, younger sister 
May be you have an interesting story 
a heart to heart story 
of accepted pain, sacrifice, suffering; 
rejection, rebellion and courage.
Your story is not a lonely journey 
I t  is a story of us, 
the women.
So tell my grandmother's story 
my mother's story 
my sister's story 
to my little daughter 
who will listen with interest 
and will give you some Wisdom.
Wisdom which I  can not give 
for it might be my story too. 13
Younger sister Younger sister13




-  a conversation between aunt and the little niece:
Vinu pinni, Vinu pinni*, tell me a story, a good one.
What story? Story of an animal or a ghost or a god or princess, or a thing or 
a human being..... ?
Oh, I know.... you are playing that game of identifying things. Ummm... 
mansalli itkollodu - praninaa, pakshinaa, vasthunaa athva manushyaana, isn ’t 
it? (keep it in your mind -  an animal or a name- this is a game which 
stimulates a ch ild ’s curiosity, introduces details and expands the child ’s 
imagination, articulation ).
No Vyshu, I will really tell you a story, but I am thinking which one will 
interest you. Ummm.. shall I tell you the story of a strange girl?
Story about a strange girl? What’s her name?
Her nam e? .....Sakhi. Her name is Sakhi. Do you like it?
But, pinni, I haven’t heard that name anywhere. None of my friends has th a t 
name. It’s so strange, Sakhi, I mean.
May be she is. Strange, like her name. Do you want to hear her?
OK. But I am not very interested. But.....OK. I will listen since she is strange.
I will listen to her story. Here I am, seated in front of you. Now tell me th a t 
girl’s s tory.
* pinni = aunt, younger sister of one s mother
What story did I promise, to this little girl? Whose story is it anyway? Mine? Mine alone? 
No, it is not. It is the story of us. It is the story of generations. It is the story of movement. 
Movement of ebb and flow, ripples, waves, currents, floods, storms, hailstones, small 
pebbles on the riverbank, huge rocks on the shore, tall cliffs. Devastating, demanding, 
alluring, tearful, angry, ripping. A story of us, who do not have a choice. Who do not have 
a voice. A voice that has a feeling, a mind, an expression, a thought, a say but can not 
speak. A choked voice, a cracked voice, a tearful voice, a soft voice, a lost voice. An out 
cry. That is what the story is about. That is how this story is going to be. Since it is told by 
the voice itself, it is found. A voice is found. The voice of the Sakhi is found.
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You know........you are special. No one in our religion and society has done
th is yet. You have made your life worth ier than anybody because you did 
th is to her. She must have fe lt very glad for having you as her daughter. If 
fact you are the real son to her, not him. All four of us -  father and the  
three o f us owe you a lot. No woman in our religion will have this courage to  
do the last rites for her mother.
Elder sister talking to the younger s ister
My words
My mother, along with some 300 people, died in a massive landslide while she was on a 
pilgrimage to MtKailash, the abode of Lord Shiva and Manas sarovar, the holiest of all the 
lakes in the Himalayas for Hindus. I went to the Himalayas to find her body. Trapped in a 
remote tiny village in the deep mountain range, I retrieved her body from the Government 
sources; I arranged for the funeral with all the due respects. Women are forbidden in Hindu 
religion from entering even the graveyard, let alone participate in any kind of the rituals 
after somebody s death. In my case, I was unexpectedly forced to initiate the whole 
process of cremating my mother’s physical body. I did the last rites — the antya samskaara 
and lit the pyre myself. This is called agni samskaara — sacrificing the last remains of the 
physical entity to the fire god. Referring to my act of conducting agni samskaara which is 
very unusual for a female, my elder sister later remarked as above. I merely said that the 
mother of four children did not die as an orphan.
Me with my mother while lighting her funeral pyre
Ma, I owe you my life. Every child owes this to her/his mother. But I owe you my life very 
specially. You kept me alive when my father wanted me dead when I was bom. You kept 
me alive, fed me, nourished me with love, care and protection. You were always protective 
towards me. I sometimes felt curious why you were protective towards me like that in a 
special way. You tmsted me and through that trust, inspired me. I was aware all the while 
in my life that you suffered so much. Your suffering provided me an identity of my own. 
Your pain inspired me to stand up for myself. Your ’trained belief ’ and conviction about 
stree dharma opened my eyes towards the understanding of our culture and tradition in an 
emancipatory way. You helped me all the while in my journey towards spirituality and the 
meaning of life. I owe you the ’me’— body and mind. For a woman who lived the words 
shraddha, bhakti and nishtha, what can I give? In what way should I bow to you? So, here 
I am, trying to fulfil your last wish and completing your faith. I am merging your physical 
entity with the Holy Ganga river waters. Let me be yours again in my next birth also. As 
your child this is my best respect to you, Ma.
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Interleaves 1
Grandmother - my father's mother
I am always filled with wonder and awe when I think of this 
grand woman who never gained the respect of her first son 
nor her second son, my father. I have seen and known only 
one grandparent, that is this grandmother. Others were dead 
before my birth.
Grandmother was a very strong woman both physically and 
mentally and was very beautiful with strong chisel-cut 
features. Coming from an affluent family, married to a 
school teacher with some agricultural land, she had to 
manage a big family which included her husband's sister who 
was a child widow and her husband's unmarried brother. She 
gave birth to some twelve children in a span of 20 years. 
She was fond of drinking hot, strong coffee many times in a 
day and was not as careful to follow the rituals her husband 
practiced. It is not clear to me whether she loved her 
husband because none of her children ever talked about love 
existing between their parents. They themselves did not show 
any overt signs of love, compassion or affection except for 
the last son who was considered a 'soft one' in the family. 
Somehow the family seemed disorganized in its daily life 
pattern, and some seemed short-tempered and reserved. My 
father, the second son, was well-known among the relatives 
and villagers in his village as an "angry cobra" and 
everybody feared him very much.
Whenever I saw my grandmother in the family house, I thought 
that she must have been a very lonely woman, with her first 
sons, who were strong men, turning against her, and her 
daughters never understanding her feelings. A strong woman 
hated by her strong sons for leading an independent life.
My grandmother was a literate woman, having been to the 
school and finishing her primary education during the early 
1900s. It was amazing that she kept up her literacy skills, 
read simple books and wrote letters independently until the 
age of 82. She even joked with me (as I was called a book­
worm by everybody when I was a growing up girl) that if she 
had read as much as this granddaughter did, she would have 
become a top officer in the government. But she did not 
forget to add that too much reading did not do any good for 
a girl as nobody in her future in-laws' family would ever 
ask her if she was well-read. I would wonder at such times 
how dignified and independent this grand woman was and
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admired her for her strength and endurance. But sadly her 
bold efforts and strength in maintaining her life 
independently without a man (after her husband's death) went 
unnoticed and unappreciated.
Grandmother in my childhood
Who permitted you to go to the well in the agricultural fields with all those boys? 
The only girl who went with a gang of boys, shamelessly. How dare you go 
without telling me? Aren't you ashamed of being alone with those boys when 
they were all swimming? Is this the behaviour of a girl from the respectable 
family? What will all these relatives think of you, your father and me? You have 
to realise that you will be a big girl soon and you should exhibit shyness and 
tim idity. So ungirlish and wild, you are that! Your mother needs to be trained in 
bringing up her girls.
Grandma, what is wrong in just going to a well in a big group? I just watched 
those boys swimming because I can't swim.
What's wrong! You are questioning me! Going with those boys, not informing us
elders about it, going to a well which was dangerous to you.....all these.... Wrong
on your part. You are a girl and so you are not supposed to be behaving like that.
Grandmother and me in my adolescence
Why did you come alone this time without your sisters? You are a big nuisance to  
me asking too many questions and talking all the time. Especially when I have so 
much work to do, all alone. Go listen to the radio.
Grandma, that radio listening is useless. You have to have a television set here 
when I come next time. I thought of having some wonderful time in your village, 
going to the  water tank, chasing buffaloes and playing with monkeys, walking 
among the crops. But nobody told me that you did not receive any rains this year. 
The tank is dry. All my plans are shattered. How will I spend time here except fo r 
talking to you? I can't help it.
Television set! Ask your father to get one here. As if he cares for my needs. You 
ta lk too much. That must be your mother's nature. This side of the family, we 
hardly speak. Your mother's side people are so different from us. You have 
inherited all their qualities. Talking, liking sweets. Girls should not talk much. They 
are much appreciated if they are silent.
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I should tell your mother about this. Oh, as if your mother listens to me. She is 
from the city, she thinks she is forward, (grins) But she could not stop me from  
drinking coffee at least a dozen times a day, when I lived with you people.
I don't care for those words. Grandma, I am interested in knowing about you. Tell 
me your story. How were you as a young girl, how did you find your husband, how 
were your parents.... You know, stories...
(both laugh loudly)
Look at her, she wants to listen to my story. What a strange vocabulary. You are 
too modern and shameless. How can you ask a lady like me to tell my story? Only 
women in the market places use such vocabulary. Your college education has 
spoilt you. (laughs again)
My parents were good, wealthy. The family was well-known in the surroundings. I 
suffered much only after I married. Your grandfather (her husband) was a very 
strict Brahman. Following him as a wife was difficult for me. His sisters were not 
good. I was not happy with his family members; they were mean and my husband 
did not understand me as a person. I brought so much gold jewelry with me to my 
husband's family, look at me today -  I have the bare minimum gold on my body. 
What a shame. My life was like th a t- very d ifficu lt times. I had to put up with  
everything, (falls silent)
(Turning to a woman friend who is listening)
You know, god was cruel to me. A young widow with six children and selfish 
relatives. They grabbed everything away from me. My children think I did not save 
the family property for them. What do they understand? How many things that I 
had to handle -  our lands, house, our workers, finances, agriculture, my last child 
in the womb, another suckling and five others growing up fast. Who understands 
my loneliness in my life? Who stood by me? I got the first son married to a village 
illiterate girl hoping that she would become my right hand in the house and in the  
fields. She took her husband away from us. My second son, this girl's father, ran 
away from home, accusing me of treating him as a slave. I had all my hopes in 
him. My third son is so soft that I am still not confident that he would grow strong 
in his life, (starts crying)
Nobody understood me in life. My sacrifices, my agonies, my cries for help. 
Nobody even helped me ... none of my children stood by me. My sons -  two  
strong men -  accuse me of too much independence, carefree life and ego. They 
rejected me as their mother and respected their father. My daughters say I am 
too proud, challenging men and their husbands don't like me. Nobody likes a 
woman in th is world, if she is decisive, independent and firm. That's my
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experience. Though this girl's mother helped me sometimes. You know... your 
mother is good.
But grandma, I feel you criticize my mother too much. Anyway, I will tell my 
mother that you appreciated her. She likes you very much.
My words
My father hated his mother from the bottom of his heart, for being dominant, for being a 
spendthrift, for not respecting his father enough, for not organizing their lives 
appropriately after his father s death, for not remaining in the good books of her eldest son.
Even the feeling of respect for one’s own mother did not show up in his behaviour as 
females, from his socio-cultural background, did not occupy a higher status and could be 
criticized by the males. Males had the right to dictate and instruct all females irrespective 
of the relationships.
Contrary to this, I found my mother always encouraging and respectful towards her 
mother-in-law. My grandmother lived with us periodically. Her stay would be anywhere 
from a few years to a few months to a few weeks. During her long stays she would arrange 
everything well — such as hiring somebody to care for the crops, family house, her cattle. 
She would often travel up and down. My mother admired her very much for her guts, 
boldness and determination. Obviously my grandmother did not care for anybody, quite 
opposite to my mother’s nature who was very soft, sober yet strong as a person. I 
remember her commenting that my father appeared to be ’organized’ and disciplined when 
his mother was around.
My mother talking to me about my grandmother
(crying) ... you know, I cannot bear to see her lying in the bed, so helpless. Such a 
grand lady, now totally dependent.
Ma, I have not understood something about your relationship with her, your 
mother-in-law. In our society, around me what I see is there is always a conflict 
between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law. How is it that you are so fond of her, 
respect her? You have gone out of your way to help her and her children.
I like her because she is brave and determined. Even though she suffered so 
much, she keeps up her dignity... is strong as a woman. She has helped me more 
than my own family during my deliveries, to bring up my children... what I have 
done is nothing.
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Oh, I know what you have done is much more, Ma. None of her own children 
helped her to clear her debts... you did that. You safeguarded the family property  
when father showed least interest. You brought your kid brother-in-law from the  
village and educated him. When his family life was troubled you took the initiative 
and struggled for two years to bring his wife back to him. Ma... I have been 
watching all these. I am not ignorant in these matters.
Shhhh.... Don't mention all those things. I helped your grandmother as I too am a 
woman. If a woman cannot support another woman, who else will? Other things 
about your uncle.... You are not to speak about elders as a young person. 
Understand one thing -  do your duty wholeheartedly and don't expect the results. 
They are not yours. This is what the Gita says.
(we both go to my grandmother's room to clean her)
Grandma, do you recognise me? Tell my name?
No, don't disturb her, for she has to make a real effort, which could be tiring for 
her. Now go out of this room while I clean her. You are not used to all these.
But you yourself are not a nurse. Yet, you do this. Why not me?
She is my mother in the absence of my own mother. And I find my worth as a 
woman when I am serving her like this with love and my affection. It gives me a 
special kind of satisfaction and happiness. But as a mother I don't wish you, my 
daughter, to get into a situation as difficult as this. Now, go away, I don't want 
you to see her naked body and the filth. You will be pained and shocked. God, why 
are you so cruel to this noble woman? Why are you punishing her like this? Let me 
suffer instead of her.
Ma, you are a special person. Through your deeds and action I understand the  
essence of the Gita. You have shown me the real meaning of the Gita.
My Mother
“The shape your ‘silence’ took, is in part what has incited me to speech” (Martha 
Nussbaum quoting Indian Feminist Philosopher Uma Narayan in her book Women 
and Human Developm ent 2000).
Karmanye vyaadhikaarasthe maa phaleshu kadachana — The Gita
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I have to do my duty, the results are not mine. I will continue as per Krishna’s 
words as I was sent to this world by His will. Come what may, I will continue my 
duty placing myself completely in my doings kaya vaachaa manasaa (by action, 
by words, by mind). If I do my duty correctly I will be one with Him.
An Indian woman finds her identity in the prosperity and well being of her 
husband and children. So I believe. My husband is my first god, my children are 
my identity. I am here to sacrifice my life for them.
Interleaves 2
Sakhi's mother came from a family of eight children- seven 
girls and a boy- all were formally well-educated. Mother's 
father was often transferred within the State of Karnataka 
and all his children, while growing up had an exposure to 
different geographical locations and they were mostly 
brought up in a semi-urban environment, went to good schools 
run by the Christian Sisters.
Mother was the fifth girl in her family and mother's sisters 
were all married very early in their lives (they all somehow 
finished their Class X which is higher secondary education). 
But she didn't get married even when she reached adolescent 
age. Constantly being nudged at home after her younger 
sister was married, she decided to seek her elder and only 
brother's help to continue her education and become a 
teacher. She moved to Bangalore city, stayed in her sisters' 
homes and finished her Teachers' Training Course and started 
her long career of 37 years as a teacher.
As she would tell her children later she loved every moment 
of her teaching career and she worshipped her work. She got 
married "at a late age of 24". Her brother was a little 
worried about the marriage proposal brought by the boy s 
friend, not his parents. He asked his sister to reconsider 
the facts before she agreed to the marriage proceedings 
because "the boy was a rustic from a village and was from a 
poor family". Burdened with so much social pressure for 
being an unwed girl even at 24, mother agreed to marry this 
rustic boy, "leaving everything to God's mercy".
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Here, let me demonstrate it again. This is the correct stitch.
Ma, who taught you this embroidery, handicrafts work, sewing...
My mother knew a little. My eldest sister is very clever. Actually it was my firs t 
two eldest sisters who learnt it in the Sister's Convent, taught all this to us, the  
younger ones. They also used to bring books home; taught us Hindi language. 
Today if I know anything of these artistic things, readings and so on, I owe my 
elder sisters a lot. We are all like this in our side of the family including my 
brother. He is also interested in literature, good discussions.
Ma, I find you more rational and intelligent than father...
Shhh.... He might hear that. Don't speak like that.
Oh, he is not home. Don't you think so? That you both are different so much in so 
many respects....
(falls silent for a few minutes, while we are stealing glances at her)
Yes, I am aware of that. Your father's family is very different from mine. We all 
love arts, literature, healthy talking, sharing and are very loving and affectionate. I 
was quite shocked after my marriage to find your father very rustic and violent. In 
fact all of them are like that. They don't express their feelings, don't even talk to  
each other; they think it is very funny if you express your love and affection. 
They say I am very forward in my behaviour and that I talk too much.
But why do you suppress your feelings? You are always scared of father; you 
don't oppose him in anything, like voicing out your opinion, your likes and 
dislikes...
In our culture we are supposed to follow our husbands as if they are our Gods. I 
have to follow him by my word, by action and by will. I have to die before him if I 
have to get a better life in my next birth. If a woman tolerates and sacrifices, only 
then the household will be happy. That is the stree dharma. You are too young to  
understand this.
Oh, Ma. You have been brainwashing me about this stree dharma since my 
childhood. In the name of that dharma, our women only suffer more. When will all
this change?
Mother talking to the last two daughters
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Ma, that teacher is standing outside her house and crying. Both her children are 
standing beside her. Something is happening. Come and have a look at it.
What! My colleague is standing outside and crying, when everybody is watching 
her? Go to her house and see if her husband is there. By that time I will come out 
of the kitchen.
Ma, her husband is inside the house. Looks like he has thrown her out with the  
children. My god, people are talking so many versions. Teacher is crying so much.
Ask your father to go to that husband and talk to him.
What should I tell father? He is reading the newspaper. Anyway, I will try .
Here I come out of the kitchen. Let me also join you.
Teacher, come at once to my house with your children. You can be in my house 
until an alternative is thought of. Please come. Don't cry., everyone is watching 
you. It is not good for a school teacher to stand alone during a crisis. We are 
there for you, sister. Come to my house. No, don't explain anything now. Let's go.
Here, take my daughters' clothes for your daughter, my son's clothes for your 
son. Send them off to their school and college. Please put on my saree and get 
ready for the office. You should not be alone here. From the office we can 
contact your brother and others, for help.
But... is it alright for me to be in your house... you are a Brahman and I am from a 
lower caste. You know, touching everything in your house., having food, other 
things.... What will your husband and children say to my presence in the house... 
My children and I will be a burden to you.
First of all you are a woman, my sister and it is my duty as a woman to help you 
in whatever way I can. Yes, there are caste differences. I only request you not to  
enter the kitchen where the family god is kept. My husband will not say anything 
as we always have had people in our house. I know my children, they understand. 
Don't hesitate for anything. This is your elder sister's house.
Mother and the third daughter
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Years later -  my mother's lady colleagues
Your mother is an extraordinary woman. None of us would have done what she did 
to help that lady teacher when her husband threw her out just as she was, in her 
daily wear dress. Your mother had those rare qualities of humaneness despite 
being an orthodox Brahman lady. She believed in giving and she lived up to tha t 
belief all the time. When she offered shelter, food, security and everything else to  
that lady teacher, we, at the school, thought she had gone crazy to be doing all 
that. But we realised how much relieved that teacher was just because of your 
mother. She set an example to thousands of us.
Interleaves 3
And his third daughter was born, against all his hopes, vows 
and aspirations of continuing his family name. Both his 
brother and his wife's brother had their sons but he could 
not get one. Imagine, a girl child again, for the third 
time! He went mad as it was a great blow to his male ego­
not being father to a male child is not being man enough. He 
was furious. Not with himself, of course. Not so much with 
his wife, of course, because he couldn't afford to be so, as 
he was guilty of not taking care of the family as the head. 
Everybody would condemn him if he wronged his wife and 
abandoned her, or thought of another marriage and so on. But 
then, he was very angry, furious about the whole world, 
about his luck, about the insult meted out to him. The more 
he thought about it the more his ego suffered. He was 
boiling with anger, disappointment, hurt, and humiliation 
and of course very furious at some body. But at whom? Who 
could bear the brunt?
At whom and how could his fury be directed in its fullest 
possible expression? Where and how else could his fury be 
diverted? His own newly born infant — a girl child. Third 
girl child in the family. The moment he came to know that it 
was a girl baby his mind refused to accept the fact and 
found ways of negating the truth. He refused to go to the 
hospital and cheer up his wife. He announced loudly: Don t 
ever bring that child here, into my family. She is not mine. 
Strangle her there itself and throw her away. And thus 
began the story of the third girl child of his family, 
Sakhi, who lived to tell her story.
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He began my creation with constraint, 
By giving me life he added only confusion; 
We depart reluctantly still not knowing 
The aim of birth, existence, departure.
-  Omar Khayyam (Quatrain No.2)
The wife cried when she heard this, lying on the hospital 
bed. There was another woman in her ward who had given birth 
to a girl on the same day, her first child. She was a 
jubilant MOTHER. She consoled Sakhi's mother and the nurses 
tried to cheer up this "teacher" holding her baby up in the 
arms and commenting how healthy the child looked. In fact 
Sakhi was born as a very healthy child- chubby, red in 
colour and well grown. Everybody liked the baby in the 
hospital including her mother's colleagues from the school, 
who visited her in the hospital. But her father did not 
come to see her until the third day. Relatives and family 
friends criticized him; he went to the hospital because he 
was required to sign in the register as the father of the 
newly born child. He did so reluctantly and the mother- 
infant pair returned home.
Mother talking to me
Your father said he did not wish to see you when you were born. Because he 
did not want a daughter again for the third time also. He said 'strangle that girl 
baby and throw her away. Don't show her to me. She will bring bad luck to me. 
She will point out what I lack- a son, an inheritor, my successor.' I was very 
scared that he would kill you if he saw you and I always felt so even later on.
Interleaves 4 
The third daughter
Father's attitude towards the third, most unwanted daughter 
remained the same- angry, bitter and frustrated. He could 
not love her in spite of occasional efforts. This child had 
ruptured his male ego, causing a scar on his masculinity. 
She was a living witness to the fact that he could not 
produce a son. But he blamed his wife for this, by saying 
her own mother was incapable of having more sons- only one
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son and seven daughters! He exclaimed so quite often and 
also did not forget to add that that was why his wife became 
a mother to three daughters in a row. It was obviously on 
her side of the family and he cursed her for this every day. 
The more he cursed her for this, the more he would become 
aware of the girl baby lying there. 'Take this unwanted baby 
away' .. he would scream sometimes. Mother would come and 
silently remove the baby and hide her away from his sight 
fearing that he might hit the baby against the wall in his 
anger.
But people in the neighbourhood and mother's colleagues 
liked this child very much. They loved to carry her around, 
as the child was very healthy, sturdy, plump, good and 
cheerful. Everybody called her Puppy, a pet name because she 
was always smiling and cuddly. Until she came to Class 5, 
she thought her real name itself was Puppy. The official 
name entered in the school attendance register somehow did 
not strike her as her own because even her class teacher 
called her Puppy as she knew the child ever since she was 
born.
Two years after her birth Sakhi's father grew more worried 
about not having a son and this reflected on his behaviour. 
He would abuse his wife more and more and occasionally beat 
his children. Somehow the first two daughters got to know 
about his attitude towards the little one and they were fast 
to react. They also treated their kid sister cheaply, 
ordering her to do small household chores, or serving upon 
them. As early as the third year in her life, she sensed the 
difference between her and her sisters, sensed that her 
father was not happy about her; that her mother tried to 
protect her from other members of the family. This often 
puzzled her. Why was she treated differently?
The answer came to her in the same year of her life. Her 
mother became pregnant again when the house construction 
work began on the plot. People while talking about this 
house construction also commented that her mother might get 
a son this time. This was considered as a good omen because 
in India the traditional belief was that if a couple got a 
son after three daughters, the family would prosper and it 
was good for the son's fortune. Sakhi listened to all this 
silently, wondering about many things. She worried much when 
somebody said she would not be petted by anybody anymore and 
especially by the mother as a new child was arriving. This 
made her distressed. Why would she not be petted if she got 
a brother? Was he taking away her happiness?
101
She also heard her father telling people that he was sick of 
having daughters and this time God would definitely bless 
him with a son. This time her father harbored a new wish- he 
was building a house, that he was so proud of. Since it was 
an achievement in his life, this unborn child would 
definitely be a son, adding to his achievement. He somehow 
believed that since he was creating his first property, God 
was sending him an inheritor, a son to succeed and look 
after his property. So he made sure that he pleased the 
Gods, offered extra prayers and pooja to the family deity, 
took many vows to fulfil. The couple visited the holy place 
of their family deity and also paid a special visit to the 
holy place of another God who was popular for his blessings 
if the devotee took a vow. With such elaborate preparations, 
he was confident that he was getting a son. His wife also 
grew hopeful of the brighter prospects.
Sakhi's mother must have surely felt very very nervous at 
all these calculations because in a traditional Indian 
family male child's birth is always a celebration and a 
female child's birth is cursed. If the wife does not deliver 
a male baby in her second pregnancy at least, she will be 
cautioned and threatened. She must get a son in the third 
attempt, otherwise her husband will marry another woman just 
for the sake of having a son and continuing the family's 
legacy and name. While this is typical of India even now, 
Sakhi's mother did not have any such fears- her own mother- 
in-law did not torture her as she was not living with them. 
Besides that she was the breadwinner of the family, had a 
secure job and earning well. She was in a better position 
than most other women who were tortured and abused by both 
husband and his family if they didn't have a son. Though 
things were better for Sakhi's mother she was nervous as her 
husband dreamed about his son.
Sakhi registered in her mind every detail of the day her 
younger brother was born. Mother went to the hospital the 
previous day and little Sakhi was left to the care of her 
aunt. Her elder sisters were excited. Her father was 
nervous. Her mother had a painful delivery and the newly 
born infant was very skinny and a little premature as he had 
not completed the full 9 months in the womb. There was 
excitement with distribution of sweets all around and Sakhi 
was very confused. One of her mother's colleagues who lived 
in the neighborhood came to pick her up when the aunt went 
to the hospital. This lady told Sakhi that she had a brother 
now and people would love only him and nobody would even 
care to look at her. These words were imprinted in the mind
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of the young girl child who was not even 4 years old at that 
time. She felt very insecure and frightened. What would she 
do if nobody loved her? She was asking many questions to her 
self silently while she was being carried to the hospital to 
visit her mother and newly born baby brother. She did not 
like the baby as he was thin, frail and dark with a lot of 
hair on his head. He cried very weakly and whenever her 
mother sat up and turned, she made a face of one who was 
experiencing extreme pain. Sakhi wanted to touch her mother 
because she felt bad seeing her mother in such pain. She was 
only aware of her mother's face which reflected the physical 
pain, not so much attentive about the tiny baby lying by her 
side on the bed.
Mother's friend talking to the little third girl
You have got a little tiny brother. I will dress you up and get you ready to meet 
him.
Where is he? Where am I going to meet him? Where is my mother?
They both are in the hospital. That's where babies are born. You will meet him 
there. Many of your relatives are there. Your father is also there. He is 
overjoyed and celebrating. So is everybody.
What is my father celebrating? Is it any big festival today? I want to see my 
mother.
It's a festival for your father because he has got a son now. From now onwards 
everybody's attention will be on your brother. Nobody will care for you.
Why won't anybody care for me? I am sure my mother will do.
Mothers always do that. What I meant was your baby brother is the only boy in 
your family so he gets all the attention automatically. Everybody will love him, 
not you, anymore. It's a pity.
Interleaves 5
The naming ceremony, celebrating the new one's arrival and 
the house-warming ceremony took place on the same day after 
11 days' rituals. The boy baby was named after the God 
popularly known for keeping up his word. Father thanked this 
God immensely and told everybody that his son was given by
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this famous God and recommended that more people should 
visit the holy shrine. He was overjoyed and extremely 
elated. Imagine, he said, entering his own brand new house 
with his son! He was proud of himself, at last. Even his 
mother and all his siblings came for the function. His 
mother stayed with them for some days.
In this melee, Sakhi was again and again teased by everyone 
that her place was now occupied by her baby brother. Her 
grandmother did not even once take her on her big, broad lap 
and kiss her. She felt very lonely. Occasionally more 
sympathetic maternal aunts would pick her up and give her 
food, comb her hair, and change her dress. Her sisters were 
having a merry time with their cousins. In fact she was the 
last girl from her mother's side and there was a big age gap 
between herself and her cousins. This left her feeling 
lonelier.
Soliloquy
Why is it that no one will love me because I have a brother? It will be nice to  
play with him and share many things, care for him. I will like him. But why 
won't anybody love me any more? What will I do if nobody cares for me as 
this aunt is telling? Ma, I want you. I want to be with you. I am scared. I am 
feeling lonely. I know you will love me even if no one else does so.
Heaven's wheel gained nothing from my coming, 
Nor did my going augment its dignity;
Not did my ears hear from anyone 
Why I  had to come and why I  went.
-  Omar Khayyam (Quatrain No.3)
In t e r le a v e s  6
With the arrival of her brother, Sakhi's life turned around 
altogether. Her mother remained with the infant all the 
time. She missed her mother very much. She also felt very 
threatened by her father now that he was happy only because 
of her brother. Not because of her. Nobody wanted her. She 
realised that her brother meant so much to everybody and she
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was in an unenviable position, occupying the third 
daughter's place in the family, an extremely threatening 
one.
With increasing insults and humiliation and teasing by her 
siblings and father, the more she sensed that she occupied a 
very low rank within the family as the third daughter, the 
more it made her sad and distanced from her siblings. She 
felt guilty as the third daughter, burdening her parents and 
bringing humiliation to the family. Invariably she succumbed 
to all the insults and ragging of her siblings silently, not 
affording to complain to her parents about it. She was 
painfully aware of the love and affection her father showed 
for her brother. She helped her mother eagerly, helped her 
siblings more eagerly, and went out of her way very easily 
to assist others and make others feel comfortable. This 
stemmed from her guilt feeling, perhaps; to please others to 
compensate for her guilt. Her siblings took more advantage 
of this and made her work more than before. Her father 
sensed that his first two daughters were lazy and this last 
one could be relied upon for work and he ordered her to do 
more. He would never ask the first two to do anything. She 
would do tasks given to her without fail, at the correct 
time, very dutifully and very obediently. She never failed 
her family.
Father to his third daughter in her childhood
Look at your only brother. He is my successor. He will relieve me of my karma. You 
have only one role in your life—to serve him. I will make you his bonded labourer. You 
will serve him, his children, his sons. All of what you have will go for his service. That 
is why you were born as the third daughter in this family. You don't require 
education....nothing. Just learn to serve him.
In t e r le a v e s  7
Sakhi picked up reading and writing skills in her regional 
language very quickly. At age 7, she was already reading big 
novels, serial stories published in popular magazines, and 
literally every bit of printed material that she came 
across. Distanced from her family she found happiness and 
solace in her vast and continuous readings. She absorbed 
things very fast, had a natural interest in everything in 
her life; was a quick learner and so, she went on and on and 
further away from her siblings. They never had a clue as to
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what was happening in their kid sister's mind, what progress 
she made about her knowledge of the world. She just sat in a 
corner, whenever she was free, and continued to read. When 
her parents forbade her to read, she hid in a dark corner on 
a rice bag and read.
What did she read? From novels to puranas to treatise on 
upanishads to literature to travelogues to science articles 
and world around her to anything and everything else! 
Whatever came her way. The more she read, the more excited 
she was. She had to share her knowledge with somebody. 
Whenever she tried to speak within her family they looked at 
her with discomfort. Father didn't want her to speak; mother 
never had time because she always worked to maintain family 
expenses and morale; sisters were never interested in her 
talks. Brother was naughty and was outside playing and 
inside the home was pampered; teasing her, meddling with her 
books, tearing her notebooks, pulling all her things and 
damaging them. He found fun in that. She easily got lost 
within her own family.
But her mother understood a little of her daughter- that she 
was different from others. Occasionally father smelt 
something of his daughter's knowledge and general awareness 
and then he would comment that she was learning too much; 
that women should not have access to information; should not 
talk so much. He would threaten her saying he would never 
provide her with higher education. But she knew that it was 
her mother who was educating all the children. From paying 
fees to tutoring them, helping them do homework, solving 
maths problems. Mother was very good at teaching all 
subjects. Father was also a good teacher in his school but 
found no time to teach his own children.
Even as she acquired these reading habits and started 
talking about various ideas, her father would find a reason 
to beat her up, mixing some silly mistake that she did with 
her ignorance or innocence. He was satisfied with his other 
children because they never demonstrated such intellectual 
behaviour. He never took notice of the fact that she stood 
fix’st in her class and the whole school recognized that she 
was intelligent.
The third daughter to her father
Father, can I also learn Gayathri mantra? Will you be giving that mantra to me 
also?
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What?! G ayathri mantra! To you?! Who said girls are given that mantra? Don’t 
you know that only boys are given Gayathri at the time of Brahmopadesham14? 
Then they are called Brahmans, dw ija -twice-born?
Boys will get that mantra and become knowledgeable Brahmans. But what 
about girls then? When will they get such knowledge and mantra?
They are never given that mantra. That’s why they are half in us, the men. 
That’s why they have the ir intelligence and knowledge below their knees. 
That’s why they can not be independent. We men have to rule them.
What if I learn that mantra on my own and become a second-born Brahman?
You are mad. You will be cursed by gods if you do anything like that. It’s my 
misfortune to have a girl like you in the family.
In t e r le a v e s  8
When she was in the college Sakhi would tell her mother to 
get a divorce; that she had had enough of everything in 
'that' family and had she been born as a boy, she would have 
run away from home, away from her father. But she also 
laughed loudly saying her father would not let go of the 
'son'. Then she would tell her mother that after completing 
her college, she would find a job and live independently on 
her own. Her mother would laugh at her, at such strange and 
'funny' ideas. Sometimes when Sakhi made the point too 
openly she would plead helplessness and beg her daughter to 
go by the accepted system. Often there were such conflicts 
of rationality between mother and daughter. Sakhi could 
argue with her mother because she knew that her mother was 
in fact rational even though she held herself back bowing to 
the system, because of her upbringing and her conviction in 
stree dharma.
Mother and Daughter
No Mother, I will not clean his plate and the place where his food was laid. He 
ate the lunch; so let him clean up the place. Besides serving him food, I also
14 B rah m opadesh am  meaning sacred thread ceremony. Brahman boys are given G ayatri mantra at a certain 
age which makes them dw ija  or twice-born. Only after this process, the Brahman boy is called a true 
Brahman.
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have to clean up the place that he has dirtied. Why should I do it? Why do you 
force me to do this?
Do it, because you are a girl and he is a boy. If boys do such things as cleaning 
the place where their food was placed and as touching even the broomstick, 
their life span will be shortened. Do you want this to happen to your only 
brother? You are a girl and it’s your duty to serve men. Do it.
Why do you say only his life span will be shortened? What about mine? I am 
also a human being like him. Am I not affected like him? No, I will not do it.
You are so stubborn, causing so much pain to your own mother! So you won ’t 
clean the place. I would not have asked you, if I were not sitting ‘outside’ like 
this. If the place remains unclean and somebody puts a foot on that place then 
we all will be cursed to hell. Oh, my god, what will I do now! Please clean it for 
your mother’s sake....please, should I beg you, my daughter?
OK, don’t cry, I can not bear seeing you in tears, Mother. I am not doing it for 
HIS sake but I will do it only to make you happy. Here I go. Look at him, 
watching all this drama and having fun.
Oh yes, I am enjoying this. Of course, you have to clean the place where I ate. I 
am a male and will not clean the place. It is your duty forever to serve me like 
this. Don’t forget that you are a girl, uh? It’s our custom and you dare not 
question it.
I know these customs were made by people like you, not respecting their own 
mothers and sisters, their feelings. It’s a sheer discrimination. I am ashamed of 
you, my brother. Mother, being a teacher how could you tolerate and practice
these things.
I may be a teacher in the school, but first of all I am a Hindu stree  and I am 
bound by my religion, customs and tradition. I have to carry them forward, 
pass it on to my daughters. That's my stree dharma.
Neither you nor I  know the mysteries of eternity, 
Neither you nor I  read this enigma;
You and I  only talk this side of the veil; 
When the veil falls, neither you nor I  will be here. 
Omar Khayyam (Quatrain No.7)
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In t e r le a v e s  9
And her father said he would never allow her go to higher 
studies as she was already a danger to a man and nobody 
would marry her. That he will make her marry an illiterate 
farmer so that she would come out of her dream of reading 
books and thinking rationally. To this, Sakhi would say 
that she would educate herself, by working and paying her 
fees somehow. He would threaten her saying if she broke 
his words and stepped outside the home, he would not 
permit her to return.
Luckily she was given an opportunity to choose her subjects 
in the Pre-University college. She chose Arts subjects, 
which was criticized heavily by her father. He said Arts 
combination did not have any scope for job prospects. By 
this time Sakhi had the power to argue with rational ideas 
and thinking. The gap between her and her father became more 
and he hated her more for her guts, courage and 
outspokenness, opposing discrimination, questioning him when 
he treated her mother badly. While other children remained 
silent, Sakhi would put her point down and argue with her 
father.
When she went to an undergraduate college, she did not care 
to inform her father what subjects she chose to study. When 
he came to know that she had chosen Journalism as one of her 
majors, he shouted at her saying women in his family would 
never study a subject like that.
Father and Daughter:
Father, how can you say women's wisdom is below the knee? It's just some old 
blind belief and superstition.
Yes, yes, I know why you are saying this. Because you went to the college and 
got a degree. But remember whatever degrees or education you get your place 
is still in the kitchen, cooking for men and serving us. Who asks for a woman's 
wisdom. If a man listens to a woman he is not only a fool but also will be
doomed for his act.
You are like this because you are actually not my child. When you were born, 
there was a low caste woman who delivered a girl child on the same day. Those 
wicked nurses changed the babies and you came to our house. Born to a low-
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caste illiterate, who knows what sub-caste and occupation? You are not my 
child and that’s why I never loved you.
You say this because you always wanted only sons. It's a mistake that God 
gave you daughters.
In t e r le a v e s  10
By this time Sakhi knew the differences very well - between 
herself and others in the family. She sympathised greatly 
with her mother and respected her. She could not bear to see 
her mother crying and would go by her wishes to make her 
happy. She felt very weak whenever she wanted to oppose her 
mother as she knew what a tremendous struggle her mother had 
put up with her husband.
Third daughter to her father:
But why do you say I don't require higher education. Now I am almost finishing 
college and I want to do a Masters degree. Why don't you approve of my plans 
for my education. I promise you I will take up a job, somehow earn my course 
fees and study further. Just give your permission, please, father.
No, you don't require any higher education. As it is you are too well-read and 
have become a rebel in this family. You don't actually fit my family. Look at 
your sisters, are they saying they want to go for a Masters. Graduates, both of 
them and earning. They are content with that. You are the only problematic 
one in this family, disrupting the peace. You have to be tamed and put in a 
corner time and again. If I let you loose you will destroy this world. After all 
why do you need higher education? You have to serve your brother, that's my 
wish and order.
Oh, come on father, you can't be saying that even now when I am grown up. I 
know one or two things about the ways of this world. Serving him? That's the  
last thing I would imagine. Not in my wildest dreams. We all have served him 
enough for several life times. Okay, so you won't approve of my efforts to  
study further. A lright, just watch. The very first chance that I get after 
finishing my degree, to leave this house, I will just grab it. I will move away 
from this house, I don't know how, and study further to become independent in 
my life. Once I leave this house I will never return as a daughter of this house
again.
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Headstrong, that is what you are. Nonsense, that is what your words are. You 
think too much of yourse lf- imagining women's liberty, independence etc. But 
remember one thing which is said from ancient times: a woman's wisdom is 
always below her knees. You can't go against those words of experience and 
wisdom.
My words
I dismissed these remarks saying he loved to have only sons. After completing my 
Masters in Psychology I moved on in my life with a career in teaching and later, in 
development work. I did not quite live with my parents again until my mother’s death. In 
my different careers I grew as a person absorbing new worldview and emerged as an 
individual with a definite focus on emancipation.
I l l
Garathiya Haadu (Song of a Married Woman)15
Wasn't it woman who bore them
Wasn't it woman who bore them,
Wasn't it woman who raised them,
Then why do they always blame woman,
These boors, these blind ones.
In  the womb they're the same 
When they're growing they're the same 
Later the girl will take, with love, what's given 
The boy will take his share by force.
For money's sake, for trust 
And friendship's sake 
Don't give a girl to a walking corpse 
Bereft of virtue, youth, and looks.
Don't say, "W e're  poor people, where 
Can we get jewels from?"
Instead of spending on yourself
Provide your daughters with clothes and ornaments.
15 Song by Sanciya Honnamma -17th century. Translated from Kannada by 
Tejaswini Niranjana (Tharu & Lalita, 1991, p.116).
112
Epilogue
Dialogue between the aunt and her little niece:
Vyshu, I think I have to end the story here. What do you say?
Ummm..., Well, you know, I don't know. If you want to end it, that's fine. 
Anyway the story was too long.
Was it long? I don't know. I thought I told only a bit of Sakhts story.
Can I say something? Pinni, what is strange about this girl Sakhi?
Well, you don't think she is strange? Why?
She is ok., normal. She did not like being treated in an insulting manner and she 
expressed her feelings. She didn’t like her father’s behaviour and she said so. I 
would have fought him so much if he had done any of those humiliating things 
that he did to Sakhi. I pity her. No, I like her. She is courageous, bold and went 
ahead. But I still don’t understand why her family had to be so funny about her. 
You ask questions, argue about things that you find incorrect, especially things 
like girls should do this, shouldn’t do this, behave like this. Why boys are not 
told tha t.
Well, you are right. Go on. That's interesting.
My father will be happy if I get first rank like Sakhi. But I still can’t understand 
one thing- why people are not allowed to do things that they like to do? Why 
should there be a difference between girls and boys. Everybody is the same. 
When I grow big, I will do things like Sakhi- being courageous, decisive, firm and 
sincere. I like her. Sometimes, while listening to her story, I felt so much myself 





While I  appreciate modern thought, I  find that an ancient thing, 
considered in the light of this thought, looks so sweet.
-Mahatma Sandhi (1869-1948)
But Madam, how can you let a man do these chores? It's wrong and we will be 
cursed. We have never known a brother or a father or a husband doing housework. 
How could it be possible?
-  ( A girl aged around 20 years)
Yes. It is possible. Why are you forgetting that we are social activists working on 
women's and children's issues? You yourself are so scared. Locked up in your fears, 
social taboos of 'women should be like this, should be like that'. I can't believe you 
went to college. Madam, I tell you, she needs a lot of more training like this before 
she goes to the field.
-  (A woman around 30 years old)
Madam, this all looks fine. But it's all so difficult. We ourselves hesitate to practise 
this in our life -  sharing work with our sisters, mother and wife. When we find it 
difficult ourselves how could we brainstorm men in the focus groups. We will be 
beaten up.
-  (A young man around 24 years old)
I was running a workshop at an NGO in North Karnataka, India in April 2000. The 
workshop theme was 'Violence against women and how to address gender inequalities.' 
There were about 15 participants which is relatively a small group for this type of training 
workshop. When we were drawing out a Time and Activity schedule detailing the men's 
and women's (in a household) participation, the schedule clearly revealed that women did 
all of the household work and also carried out economic activities. Men did earn a living 
but it was not spent on the family as most of them spent their earnings on alcohol, and 
tobacco. The various opinions and expressions cited above came from the trainees. At the
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end of the two-day workshop we discovered that most of the household chores could be 
done by a man also and could be equally shared between males and females. But the 
trainees continued to feel uneasy about the fact that men could do household chores. 
Nevertheless structural analysis of gender roles was discussed, eliciting the above 
responses. Whilst it is generally agreed that women are exploited and victimized by men, it 
is surprising that women themselves have particular mental blocks about their equal status 
and participation due to socio-cultural and religious beliefs. Power relations play upon the 
lives of women. "The exploitation of women becomes easier with increasing the power of 
men as much as with devaluation of the power and roles of women. Not substitution but 
possibility of substitution was what made such subjugation a reality." (Arora 1999, p.331). 
The overall picture of women's contribution to the economy remains invisible and this adds 
to her position of powerlessness. This is so despite taking upon most of the responsibilities 
at home and at work as the above time and activity schedule revealed (pr. documentation 
2000).
In the previous chapters I have discussed the background of this research study on the 
theme of gender inequalities in India and the need to discuss gender and development in 
the light of education for emancipation. I have adopted both historical analysis and 
ethnomethodology, blending several research approaches such as auto ethnography, 
autobiography, biography, women's oral history, dialogues and narratives, participant 
observation and life story. The names of these research methods may seem different but I 
have adopted a position to understand them together providing me a complementary 
platform to base my story and different threads of my argument. There are both micro and 
macro approaches in this thesis what with looking into gender inequalities as a participant 
and living the experience and narrating it for the purpose of an academic researcher. While 
the first chapter presented the background, purpose and significance of the research, 
Chapter II presented a picture of women in India at various historical times and their 
presence in literature and colonialism. Chapter III discussed the inter-related issues of 
women's education and development, presents the Indian scenario as well the global. 
Chapter IV recorded the researcher's lived experience as well as the life stories of two 
older women of two previous generations. In the present chapter I am discussing and
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analysing the macro approaches to the subject of gender and development. Here I am 
attempting to develop a newer perspective to address the same issue-education for 
women's emancipation as in bringing a transformation not only in their lives but impacting 
upon the society's well-being in general. I continue my discussion of the Indian scenario 
bringing in the application and the effect of structural adjustment and gender and 
development programmes. I move on to see how Martha Nussbaum's 'Central human 
functional capabilities' theory could be adopted within the emancipation approach.
While discussing the status of Indian women, I have shown that the very framework of 
social power relations and resource control mechanisms has resulted in the continued 
exploitation of women and the denial of their rights. To this extent the Structural 
Adjustment Programmes (SAP) have not been able to do justice to gender issues. The SAP 
series, started a decade ago, have drawn more criticism than appreciation in spite of 
numerous Government programmes both at the Centre and at the State level, and those 
implemented by NGOs. Even the Gender Development Index introduced in the 1995 
Human Development Report and the Gender Empowerment Measure do not adequately 
reflect or measure male/female disparities in the light of the bias towards males in the 
Indian socio-economic context (Sharma 1997, Tisdell, Roy & Ghose 2001).
During the post-war times many world-governing bodies have tried to bring in changes in 
women and child development area in India especially during the 1990s. However there 
are differences of opinion among the implementing bodies about the Gender and 
Development programmes, regarding the indicators to measure the quality of life at the 
global level, and so on. For example, Sonpar & Kapur (2001) argue that indicators of the 
well-being of a community such as mental distress and abuse and violence, while being 
crucial, are differentiated by gender. They maintain that "the ideology governing gender 
relations of power and subordination in a society structures the construction of gender 
identity and consequently of self-identity too. The socio-economic changes wrought by 
structural reforms have the potential to disrupt existing notions of gender in ways that 
could be threatening, demoralising and oppressive for men and women in some contexts 
and empowering in others" (p.76). While discussing the concepts of Women in
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Development (WID) and Gender and Development (GAD) programmes, Lansky (2000) 
suggests that the focus needs to move from the isolated focus on women (WID), to a focus 
on relationships (FAR). He stresses upon such a relationship "that takes full account of the 
'social connectedness' or 'togetherness' of people with different preferences, interests and 
needs -  i.e., women and men who act, interdependently, within a given system of socio­
economic incentives and constraints" (p.500). The woman question, at the global level, 
has traversed a long path with significant thinking done by many feminists like Gail Kelly, 
Daphne Patai, and a host of others. Kelly's critical observation of the 1970s on the position 
of the third world women that "women simply did not exist" has opened up a wide space 
leading to a more intensive analysis of the role of education in improving the quality of 
women's lives in third world countries, which is the contemporary core concept of GAD 
programmes in the developing countries (Bhasin 1997, Biraimah 1997, Malhotra & Mather 
1997).
Besides these points on GAD or WID, many feminist theorists have contributed to the 
ongoing thinking on different aspects of structural adjustment, education and gender, 
gender gaps in literacy, cultural stereotyping of a girl child, education for gender equity 
(e.g. Arora 1999, Bordia 2000, Bosch 1998, Burra 2001, Geissinger 1997, Jackson 1997, 
McDougall 2000, Obasi 1997, Velloso 1996).
On the other hand there are significant voices being heard about the educational scenario in 
the developing countries in matters like financing higher education (Bray 2000), changing 
the UN bodies' strategic perspectives on educational development and partnerships in 
South Asia which includes India (Irvine 2000), educational policies and contents in 
developing countries (Hallak 2000), educational priorities and challenges in the context of 
globalization (Malhotra 2000). While these centre around education in developing 
countries in general, I wish to stress that they also have a noticeable interconnectedness 
with the policies, thinking, strategies and implementation of the gender and development 
programmes. It is worth arguing here that these aspects of education and development 
which tend to revolve around international agency projects are not penetrating the deeply- 
rooted mental barriers of class, caste and race across the globe. Especially in the case of
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gender education and in a country like India the general mass education programmes have 
contributed little to remove the inequalities and address the peculiar nature of socio­
cultural aspects which define and direct the course of Indian people’s lives.
A special mention of a women’s development programme initiated by several State 
Governments and the Central Government needs to be made here. While implementing the 
World Bank- funded Women in Development (WID) programme during the 1990s, the 
Karnataka State Government brought out a series of training workshops for the elected 
members of the Gram Panchayats (decentralised, self-governing system at the village level 
which is monitored by the State Government). The manual used for the workshop series 
was called Itta Hejje Mundhakke (a step taken forward). The training methodology and the 
theme song were very popular among the village women who attended the workshops. 
Besides, many documentary films and video tapes on women’s empowerment and girl 
child (for example ’Meena-Girl Child Empowerment') were popularly used by the training 
officers of Government departments like the Women and Child Development, Social 
Welfare Department and also by NGOs.
The very concept of Gram Panchayat is not only to decentralise the governing system but 
also to give governing power to women at the village level. The mandatory rules of the 
election say that at least one third of the Panchayat should comprise women. However 
though the initial response to this new structure was enthusiastic, it is an irony that in the 
name of these elected women in the Gram Panchayat, it is their husbands or the other male 
family members who are exercising the power and actually dictating terms now. While 
interviewing these elected women about their actual participation in the Panchayat in 
1997,1 was told by them that they knew very little about the whole system, or they were 
not allowed by their men to know much or they did not care to know about the system as 
they trusted their family men. Further attempts brought out a cold reply -  ’’What good it is 
for a woman to sit there in the office with other men? Anyway, they silence us. Or if we 
talk, we are subjected to more harassment at home. So what's the use of becoming a 
Panchayat member?" Very rarely other participating women have replied that "Sure, we
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enjoy the power. It is like a weapon for us to use against the upper caste people. We feel 
superior within our own communities” (pr. documentation 1997).
Once again it is astonishing that these active women differentiated themselves from other 
women within their own caste and class rather than working towards emancipating their 
womenfolk. I have encountered several cases of women of upper class and caste regarded 
as sources of oppression in the villages. These "powered" women restricted the other 
women’s opportunities by manipulating night literacy classes (like selecting the 
beneficiaries), suppressing their voice during the Self Help Group (SHG) meetings, or 
during meetings with the NGO staff and government officials (pr. observation and 
documentation from 1996 to 2001). The concept of agency needs further concerted 
understanding and careful application in such circumstances, as my experience has 
revealed.
An interesting example of agency which is very encouraging, is the case of ten Dalit 
(untouchable castes) illiterate women of Andhra Pradesh State of India who carried video 
cameras to record their life situations and constraints that they face in everyday lives. The 
support agency, the Deccan Development Society, formed an auxiliary trust on the 
International Rural Women's Day and trained these ten women to tell their stories through 
visual media so that the local press and 'foreign reporters' understood what they needed to 
register. In fact literacy was felt to be a constraint for a non-literate group 'whose aural and 
visual narratives are so powerful.' The path-breaking experiment involves many NGOs, 
support agency, academic community as well (Akhileshwari, Deccan Herald, October 21, 
2001).
It is fortunate that there are some top-level government officials and socially-conscious 
academics who are acutely sensitive about the issue of women's empowerment in India. 
Committed government officials like Anita Kaul who headed the project of training village 
women in self-governance to become councillors in Karnataka State (Gram Panchayat) 
foresaw the importance of empowering girls and worked devotedly towards this cause. 
Later when she took over the World Bank-funded District Primary Education Programme
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(DPEP) in the State, she led her team to bring out a curriculum not only to sensitise the 
trainers of teachers on empowering the girl child, but also removed the disparities in the 
curriculum content (pr. documentation and interaction from 1996 to 2000). The change in 
attitude, perception of inequalities and responding to them in a concerted manner through a 
focus on the empowerment programmes of active participation and advocacy are some of 
the significant factors that are looked at by many NGOs and women's organisations.
The most popular approach adopted by most NGOs is the small savings programme (Thrift 
and Credit) which eventually gives marginalised women some economic independence and 
stability, and courage to voice their own opinion. However these organizations are notably 
restricted in their perception of the whole issue of emancipation of women in a holistic 
sense to realise their rights, to enhance their capabilities. This is mainly due to the 
limitations in implementing the women's development programmes and setting up the 
objectives and strategies.
The need for a major transformation in male attitudes and women's approach to change is 
stronger than ever now. "That structural adjustment program and policies initiated or 
intended under it are not likely to make such transformation possible, and that in several 
respects these are pointing towards a state of affairs which would be even less capable of 
ensuring gender justice" (Arora 1999, p.332). As Tandon (1987) notes,
If social change implies people's collective participation in determining their own 
destiny, as mentioned earlier, then knowledge is a necessary ingredient in that 
process. If people can learn to value their own knowledge, and produce as well as 
use new knowledge, then it will be a contribution to the process of their 
empowerment (pp.214-15).
These two points clearly point out another assumption about female education in India. It 
is definitely not serving as a path for emancipation to raise awareness about women's 
subjugated position and initiate response and action towards gender equity and citizenship. 
Gandhi while commenting on 'India's search for identity' says "In this age of democracy,
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in this age of awakening of the poorest of the poor, you can redeliver (this) message with 
the greatest emphasis" (1998, p.182).16
Keeping Chapter IV as the micro background, I draw from the human capabilities 
approach first introduced by Nussbaum & Sen (1993) and then elaborated and popularised 
by Nussbaum with particular emphasis on women's development (1999, 2000) to discuss 
the scope of gender and development for women's emancipation. Nussbaum lists ten 
central human functional capabilities, which she terms as " a reasonable answer to all these 
(universal concerns)" (2000, p.70). The capabilities approach was originally pioneered 
within economics by Amartya Sen, and then made influential by the Human Development 
Reports of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). Nussbaum has taken 
this approach further and has shown "how to flesh out its content in a way that focuses 
appropriately on women's lives" (p.71). Her particular emphasis is on the question of "not 
only about the person's satisfaction with what she does, but about what she does, and what 
she is in a position to do (what her opportunities and liberties are)" (p.71). She urges the 
readers to understand the approach as a freestanding moral idea.
Applying her frame to my research on gender inequalities, I wish to promote the role of 
education in fostering women's capabilities to see women and girls as full citizens with the 
capacity to direct the circumstances of their own life. The cultural, social and religious 
values in a society stand for providing space for a human being to function fully; however 
it is unfortunately lacking in most of the Indian women's lives. " ....women have the 
potential to become capable of these human functions, given sufficient nutrition, 
education, and other support. That is why their unequal failure in capability is a problem of 
justice" (Nussbaum 2000, p.l 10).
I reproduce a brief version of the capabilities that Martha Nussbaum proposes in Women 
and human development (2000). I have chosen the key words in each of the ten 
capabilities. While presenting them I am aware that its application value lies with the 
agents ushering in social change and striving for social justice.
16 A Chapter in B etw een  trad ition  an d  m odern ity . (1998). (Eds.). Dallmayr & Davy.
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TABLE 5.1: Central human functional capabilities
1 . Life Living up to the normal age/longevity without any cause 
for premature death or negating life's worth.
2 . Bodily health Having good health; adequately nourished; shelter
3. Bodily integrity Free movement; personal safety; safety against any kind 
of abuse & violence; opportunity of sex & reproduction
4. Senses, imagination and 
thought
Use of senses, thoughts, imagination, reason in a truly 
human way through adequate education impacting on 
self-expression of all types; searching for the ultimate 
meaning of life in one's own way.
5. Emotions Attachments of feelings, normal emotional expression, 
human association for development.
6. Practical reason Critical reflection about planning one's life.
7. Affiliation Concern for others, social interaction; capability for 
justice and friendship; social bases of self-respect, non­
humiliation; dignity; protection against racial, sexual, 
religious, caste, ethnic discrimination.
8. Other species Concern for other species; the world of nature.
9. Play Laughing, playing, enjoying recreation.
10 . Control over one's 
environment
Political-participate in political choices governing one's 
life; free speech, association.
Material-hold property; property rights; employment;
Now I come to the issue of how do I propose to increase the value of education, to propose 
more relevance of education in women's lives. India is extremely diverse having very 
many religions, languages, cultures and practices surrounding people's lives. Looking at 
such a vast diversity in the context of the largest democracy, it is not very practical to run a
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uniform formal education system with an objective of improving human skills, capabilities 
or bringing knowledge. Despite governments' efforts to include all children in the 
educational programme, formal education has remained elitist and urban-oriented (Ghosh 
1987, p.17). Even where people have been educated formally it has not made a great 
difference to the country's internal political, social, religious and economic affairs what 
with the scenario in each of these arenas worsening each year. Free, just, peaceful and 
equal society remains a dream in this democracy where most people do not even know 
about the fundamental human rights (Rao, Deccan Herald, June 24,2001).
In this research study I have particularly questioned the relevance of formal education in 
the lives of Indian women as in emancipation, especially in the background of a 
Constitution which was built upon justice, liberty, equality and fraternity, where such 
rights are guaranteed to every citizen. The irony is that while the question of removing 
illiteracy among women remains unresolved, the gender gap has widened where social 
values and attitudes are concerned. The most significant question about women's education 
to bring emancipation is not of access or entry into the system; but the demand is for a 
change in the perception and nature, objectives and organizational structure of the system 
to address the equity and participation issues (Mazumdar 1987). Unless the formal 
education system branches out into informal or non-formal education about life skills and 
personal development, laying equal emphasis on educating girls and women about their 
rights, position, aspects affecting their dignity and self-awareness, their subjugated position 
will remain the same. I point out this because mere formal education (I see it as a mass 
schooling programme) does not bring the intended transformation in a female in India to 
increase her capabilities and address issues concerning her life.
As my story reveals (Chapter IV) we, the women in India are empowered enough to be 
independent in our daily lives in that we do everything that our men do and even more. 
However, we are governed by men and we are oppressed by our own value and social 
system to the extent of tolerating extremely harsh discrimination and inhuman treatment as 
witnessed throughout India. Despite women's agency and a strong women's movement in 
India the issue of the woman question needs more impetus and strength of a different sort.
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Utkal Mohanty (Deccan Herald, October 7, 2001) applauds the due recognition given to 
women’s agency in the recently released Hindi film Lajja (meaning shame). In his review 
named 'Loud .. ..because it needs to be heard’, he writes that,
the relationship between set-ups and gender inequities is brought out by Santoshi
quite powerfully in the film .....What is commendable is that he has brought to the
fore many issues and ideas that are not heard beyond the drawing-rooms of the well 
educated or meetings of activists' forums.
The film unravels the myths and realities of Indian women's lives oppressed in the feudal 
social system. It shows how women are abused and degraded in the very land where we 
worship goddesses for positive energy, education and wealth. In fact the feudal mind-set is 
so prevalent and practised widely in India that, as Mohanty observes, "(it) finds in the 
pronouncements of many public figures in the Bihar/UP region." It is heartening to note 
that Bulwa, an outlaw and a violent activist in the film, summarises the need of the hour, 
"Sufferings and sacrifices are a part of ones' struggle against oppression. But the important 
thing is that they raised their voices."
In this film the woman social worker is gang-raped and murdered. It is unfortunate that 
there are such incidents in real life situation too, in India. One incident occurred in 1993 in 
which Bhanwari Devi, a member of Rajastan state's Sathin movement for women's 
empowerment and abolishing of child marriage, was gang-raped by men from a 
community that supports this practice. Justice has still not been delivered to her legally, 
despite her strong feminist movement backing.
Conclusions
The present situation in India, as far as women's agency is concerned, is hopeful in that 
thousands of NGOs are working with women and girls and hundreds of government 
programmes are also funded (Kumar, 1995). It also has a good reach horizontally through a 
good network of feminist groups, NGOs and government agencies and, to a very limited 
extent, the academics. Despite these inputs, the transformation of women's position is not
happening as intended, and there are differences in basic attitudes even among women,
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cutting across all castes and classes. There is a need for the application of an emancipatory 
education-to allow women to become fully functioning human beings -  the understanding 
and application of education for citizenship. Spivak (1996) writes that
... All collective struggles for the right to sexual preference and pleasure, the right 
to equitable work outside and in the home, the right to be human is to be always and 
already inserted into a structure of responsibility. Capitalism, based on remote­
control suffering, is obliged to reject the unprogressive, in order to be able to justify 
itself to passive capitalist members of society. Demanding rights or choosing 
responsibility is more useful for its purposes.
This position should be distinguished as strictly as possible from oppressive 
traditionalism, the so-called communitarian or neofamilial or nativist positions 
within capitalist societies that would deflect the interests of the underclass, from 
above, by separating them from their rights. The imposition of personal family codes 
on colonized societies is one scandalous example from which women are still 
suffering all over the world. Yet the possibility of learning from below should not be 
forever foreclosed because of these forces of reaction. And it is this learning that can 
only be earned by the slow effort at ethical responding-a two-way road-with the 
compromised other as teacher (p.277).
It is my particular emphasis that the dual strands of gender-and-development and 
education be blended to evolve a perspective to enhance women's capabilities towards 
equity and participation. It is certainly not my stand here that Indian women lack human 
capabilities. It is with my acute observation and personal experience that I am arguing that 
their position of subordination be removed for their fuller participation in the affairs of the 
society only for the benefit of the society in terms of justice and peace. Coming from the 
development background myself, I am sharply aware of the number of programmes being 
implemented in the area of GAD by NGOs in India. I am a personal witness to women's 
agency in India and a proud participant in the implementation of democratic processes. 
However my concern, stemming from my personal experience, is that the societal 
imbalance in the man-woman power relations needs to be addressed with a newer 
perspective of life education for enhancing capabilities. I have a stand that NGOs, and 
formal educational institutions operating through the governments at the national and state 
level need to evolve a strategy for implementing education for emancipation in both formal 
as well as informal set up. What Ratna Ghosh expressed about the crucial role of education
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in women’s lives in 1986 holds good today despite many changes in everyday lives. She 
stated that:
There are many inequalities to be dealt with and there are no magic solutions, but if 
women are ever going to achieve equality of opportunity and status, the function of 
education in the next few years is crucial. The role of education is not only to 
provide schooling but to stimulate the minds of both females and males to ask why 
inequalities exist, and how they can be changed (1986, p.41).
As a human rights activist, I have noticed the wide gap among people in India being aware 
of their rights, and this is so especially in the case of girls (Haridasan, Deccan Herald, June 
17, 2001). While working with the marginalised communities and informing them about 
their human rights, I have observed that the community at large is enthusiastic about 
getting awareness about their rights and discussing ways of implementing the same. The 
same focus group often expressed resentment and resistance to a brainstorming on 
women's rights and gender inequalities. I have personally experienced this in my life in the 
position of a daughter within my family circle. General discussion on 'general' subjects was 
allowed but a discussion about women and their status, identity and participation was 
discouraged and I was looked down upon if I insisted on continuing the subject.
The strategy of education for emancipation needs further in-depth thinking and analysis in 
the background of gender and development. I am limiting myself here in this discussion as 
it calls for a wider scope and extended work than this research study. Here I have 
attempted to demonstrate the extent of gender inequality from historical and personal 
perspectives. Future research will explore the notion of education for emancipation.
In a transitional society like India, how is it possible to implement the objective of 
education for emancipation or, in other words, citizenship education? Despite a strong and 
active women's movement in India, the question still looms large; especially so when the 
vast majority of women do not exercise their educational right, being subjected to unequal 
opportunity in the educational process. Fighting for their rights is as remote as is equality 
in their status (Ghosh & Talbani 1996, p.183). Modernization has not resulted in a change
in the basic perception, values and attitudes towards women. As Ghosh (1986) suggests,
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"there is need for a dynamic orientation whereby women's position is viewed in terms of 
full participation in social, political, cultural and economic aspects, and by their integration 
in national development" (p.74). A positive sign in this direction is the strong growth of 
Women's Studies Centres and academic research focus on the woman question among 
sociologists, psychologists, historians, economists, literacy critics, political scientists, 
educational administrators, film makers and government officials. The recently concluded 
Shimla Conference on Women's Studies Research and Curriculum has recognised "the 
experience of two sets of participants: theorists/critics and activists/administrators, ... the 
importance of'integrated feminism'" (Mohanty in Deccan Herald, November 25,2001).
Looking at all the different but unified threads in this woman question issue and in the 
backdrop of my story narrating the stories of three women across generations, I stand by 
the suggestion that a broader perspective needs to be taken to create a fully emancipatory 
citizenship education. Such a programme should educate both girls and boys (formal 
education situation), men and women (development education situation) about basic values 
and outlooks about life, equal and just approaches to the quality of life, positive and 
progressive attitudes towards roles and power relations. A balanced society should show 
enthusiasm regarding equal and effective participation, human values, beliefs and 
spirituality with peace, harmony and concern. With this aim and objective in mind, I 
envisage the involvement of different social change agents -  NGOs, government, civic 
bodies, formal educational institutions, citizen's collectives, research and policy institutes, 
practitioners and global leaders.
A change needs to be brought about not in the policy, not on paper and not in words; a 
change is to be brought about by educating all the participants of the society to know about 
themselves and to become what they are -  human beings with a sense of humanity. This 
should surpass differences, in terms of gender, class, caste, race and ethnicity. Mere 
training and shaping-the-brains that characterise formal educational institutions need to be 
re-examined in the light of the question-"in what way am I educated?" The ancient Indian 
belief and practice that to be educated is to be liberated will find an expression in action
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only if her people change in their socio-cultural perceptions to demonstrate and practice 
equality, liberty and dignity in everyday life.
Bacchus’ (1997) definition of critical emancipatory knowledge aiming "at increasing 
people’s consciousness of their own reality and where necessary, making them better 
prepared to transform that reality" (p.25) is worth recalling here. It is not just the problem 
of an Indian female but the issue of a stronger feminist network, subaltern studies groups, 
women's liberation movements, women's studies centres, gender education groups and 
even the gender and development consultants at the UN level, in a sense calling for the 
participation and involvement of both the genders-men and women. Kumar (1995) notes 
with interest the "diasporic links among Indian women's groups and also the involvement 
of women's networks based in Britain, United States and South Africa" (p.840 and I would 
add Canada to that list) with many women development workers, researchers and 
academics working with and among Indian women's development programmes. However I 
wish to stress the point here that while the world-view approach to the woman question 
seems suitable and appropriate, the understanding needs to be specific and micro. Amrita 
Basu (1995) comments that "paradoxically, the very attempt to universalize feminism 
makes it more exclusionary" (p.19). Whilst agreeing with Basu, I prefer to place my belief 
in the popular saying-think globally, act locally. Hence my treatment of this research work 
at two levels -  micro and macro.
While working for this thesis I was often faced with a dilemma: I left the academic world 
several years ago (as the Head of the Psychology department) and transformed myself into 
a development agent's role, miles away from the academic world. I found myself becoming 
a stronger and practical person during this work. What was the need for me to return to the 
academic world from the field and is the purpose being served in a justifiable way? I was 
confronted several times by this question of whether to return or not as I progressed in my 
work. I had to gather my resolve to continue. I gradually started realising how much I 
wanted to say the words that I have said in this thesis. And how much it has helped me in 
my perspectives of the world, about people and us, the women. I draw a temporary solace
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in the fact that I have recorded my story -  with some never-told-truths-and-never-shared- 
tears -  with some guts, courage and a strong sense of purpose.
Hundreds of women's stories get recorded in the development field by NGOs but they are 
not so much used in the academic world. Here is one example where women's stories are 
used for academic research purposes to discuss a special field like gender and 
development, having universal application value. I wish to quote Haleh Afshar here 
pointing out the need for more such examples when she raised a question:
how do academics and practitioners recognise and deal with the tensions that 
invariably exist between the conflicting demands and ideas at the top and the bottom 
of the empowerment hierarchies, between people and the state and its formal and 
informal agencies? (1998, p.l)
Another different thread of the same matter is presented by Amrita Basu (1995) when she 
identifies three broad tendencies: ignorance of women's movements in the postcolonial 
world, considering women's movements products of modernization or development, and 
assuming a sameness in the forms of women's oppression and women's movements cross­
nationally (p.l). What she suggests and believes further is indeed very encouraging for my 
research work:
... the tensions between local and global feminisms reverberate within the 
relationship between women's movements and the movements of other oppressed 
groups. The strengths of women's movements lie in their insights into that which 
distinguishes them and that which joins them to others who have suffered. And from 
these encounters come the most exquisite knowledge, vitality, and power (1995, 
P-20).
I wish to draw support and insights into furthering my present research work from these 
viewpoints. The three different broad tendencies that she identifies with women's 
movements needs to be explored deeply, as well the local versus global feminist debates 
and the interplay within these two outlooks. My present research work needs to move on 
from this anchor point. What I have done so far in this Masters thesis is setting the sail. I 
have moved my boat into the big blue ocean and am moving on the waves. I am trying to
129
understand and speak to these big huge waves which sometimes upturn my little boat, 
threaten me, mock at my smallness; but they do bring my boat back into its position 
enabling me to continue my journey. Whether I will sail successfully and reach the goal -  
to set foot on the land reflecting the sunshine with the fresh smell of earth -  remains to be 
worked out in my next project, a doctoral level research study.
I wish to quote Mrinal's words to end this work:
I  found myself beautiful as a free human mind.
-  Mrinal, in Rabindranath Tagore’s ’Letter from a Wife'17
17 Bengali short story o f Tagore, R. 1914.
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APPENDICES
There are four appendices with the thesis. The first is the story of a prince highlighting 
the philosophy of education and experiential learning.
Second is the Central Human Functional Capabilities frame developed by Martha 
Nussbaum.
Third is a photocopy of a page from the book that I referred to during this research, not 
highlighting anything in the writing, but a comment by some student who must have 
borrowed the book from the University of Wollongong library. Just below the words, Part 
III, "Women’s lives and gender justice" in the book The Quality o f Life, there is this 
comment scribbled using a pencil: BACK TO THE KITCHEN. I found this very 
interesting, especially in a wonderful book such as this one. I have enclosed a photocopy 
of this particular page as an appendix in the thesis. I felt the appropriateness of doing so 
in the context of this book, found in a university library, especially by me, while studying 
the issue of gender inequalities!
Fourth is a note on my present position in my spirituality.
I have used few general photographs of women participating in various situations of 
social change and agency. All the participants seen in the photographs are from the focus 
groups of Karnataka state, India. These photos were provided by K.T.Meril of ARALU 
organisation.
The cover page showing a little girl and River Ganges gives a contextual frame to the 
thesis on gender and agency. It is used as a metaphor. River Ganges is worshipped as the 
holiest river throughout India, yet she is the most polluted and the most abused in the 
country. So also are the women -  worshipped as Goddesses in India, but are subjected to 
extreme discrimination. These photos belong to Eric Brymer's collection on India.
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THE STORY OF A PRINCE -  experiential learning
Once upon a time an emperor of a big kingdom had a teenaged son. As the crown prince 
was being educated in the palace well, the emperor thought that his son needed more 
education, a different one that is not taught in the palace. He thought about the right guru 
for his son and decided upon one particular guru who was quite aged. The emperor took 
his son to this guru and said -  "O great teacher, here I bring my son to learn under your 
tutelage. Kindly teach him the most appropriate lessons. Presently he is the crown prince 
of this kingdom. Prepare him to become the emperor." The guru did not answer for a 
while. After some time he said -  "O Emperor of this kingdom, here I give you my words; 
I will teach your son to become the emperor." The emperor entrusted the boy to the guru 
and left immediately.
Next morning the guru called the prince to his prayer room and said these words -  "I am 
going to begin my lessons today to make you an emperor. From today onwards until next 
six months I am going to beat you with a club. I will not tell when I beat you, from where 
I will be approaching you, why do I beat you and so on. You have to learn to escape the 
thrashes."
Hearing these words, the prince was dumbstruck. "I will get my father to behead this 
insane man for daring to even tell me that he would beat me. What does he think of me, 
the crown prince of this kingdom!", he thought. However after a while he thought that he 
was a prince, well-trained in many fields and if he ran away from the guru, it would mean 
he was afraid of guru's words. And he would be called a coward. He decided to stay put 
up and fight against the thrashes.
He indeed received good lot of thrashings and was in pain, agony and tears. Several times 
he thought of leaving the gurukul in the dead of the night but his mind challenged him to 
escape from the blows. He started focusing all his attention on how to guess the guru's 
approach, the time that he strikes, the direction from where he comes and so on. He 
started becoming more alert towards his guru and the surroundings of the gurukul. 
Gradually he learnt to avoid the blows.
Exactly after six months, the guru told him that the first phase of the learning was over 
and he would begin the next phase. This time, he said, he would whip the prince and he 
was to escape from being whipped. Hearing this the prince shivered and a chill went up 
his spine. "A whip! My God! Being clubbed was better than this. Oh! What will I do 
now? I stayed on for six months tolerating this man's madness and now instead of 
teaching me something worthwhile, this brainless man is going to whip me! Oh, who will 
help me now, where should I seek advise from.." he lamented. Then his mind urged him 
to stay on because he was a prince, trained to be warrior and a brave man; if he left the 
gurukul people would call him an escapist. Somehow he had to figure the ways of 
escaping the whipping, he told himself and prepared for that.
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He was indeed whipped well. He bled, he fainted, he cried out in pain. During nights 
when laid down under a tree looking at the stars, not being able to sleep due to pain, he 
concentrated all his energy on planning his ways of escaping the whip. He sharpened his 
senses, stopped eating and sleeping at the gurukul thinking that that gave an easy access 
for the guru to whip him. He roamed around the gurukul, straining his ears to hear the 
guru's footsteps, his eyes to spot the guru from miles away. He taught himself how to 
differentiate between sights, sound, smell and enhanced the functioning of all his 
reflexes. Slowly the whipping decreased.
After six months the guru called him to the prayer room and told him that he was 
beginning the next lesson and he would strike him with a sword. The prince went mute 
hearing this. "A sword! One strike, I am dead. Oh, this is too much. What is the use of 
being the crown prince if I am felled by this man's sword? My dreams of ruling this 
kingdom is over", he thought. But, he made up his mind to escape that one fatal blow.
He became a bird on the tree, a fish in the water, a butterfly on the hill, a deer on the 
ground -  sharpening his senses to know his guru. He learnt how to survive on leaves, 
forest fruits, river water or nothing. He learnt to sleep without closing his mind 
completely. He activated all his energy -  body and mind -  to live. He merged with 
everything else around him, giving up his identity. He learnt how to live.
After six months the guru called him and said "O Prince, I gave my word to your father to 
teach to become the emperor of this kingdom. I have fulfilled that promise. You are 
qualified now to be the emperor."
Without saying a word the crown prince left.
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A PPEN D IX -II
The Central Human Functional Capabilities frame developed by Martha Nussbaum in 
Women and human development, 2000.
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WOMEN AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
CENTRAL HUMAN FUNCTIONAL CAPABILITIES
1. Life. Being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length; not 
dying prematurely, or before one’s life is so reduced as to be not worth 
living.
2 . Bodily Health. Being able to have good health, including reproductive 
health;83 to be adequately nourished; to have adequate shelter.
3 . Bodily Integrity. Being able to move freely from place to place; having 
one’s bodily boundaries treated as sovereign, i.e. being able to be secure 
against assault, including sexual assault, child sexual abuse, and domes­
tic violence; having opportunities for sexual satisfaction and for choice 
in matters of reproduction.
4 . Senses, Imagination, and Thought. Being able to use the senses, to imag­
ine, think, and reason -  and to do these things in a “truly human” way, 
a way informed and cultivated by an adequate education, including, but
cation for the m odem  world o f a more general capability that may have been realized 
without literacy in other times and places. All the large general rubrics appear rather 
timeless, though I do not claim, or need to claim, that human life exhibits an unchang­
ing essence throughout history.
82 The current version o f the list reflects changes made as a result o f my discussions w ith  
people in India. The primary changes are a greater emphasis on bodily integrity and  
control over on e’s environment (including property rights and em ploym ent opportuni­
ties), and a new  emphasis on dignity and non-hum iliation. Oddly, these features o f  
human “self-sufficiency” and the dignity of the person are the ones m ost often criticized 
by W estern feminists as “m ale” and “W estern,” one reason for their more muted role 
in earlier versions o f the list. See my “The Feminist Critique o f Liberalism.”
83 The 19 9 4  International Conference on Population and Developm ent (ICPD) adopted a 
definition o f  reproductive health that fits well w ith the intuitive idea o f  truly human  
functioning that guides this list: “Reproductive health is a state o f  com plete physical, .  
mental and social well-being and not merely the absence o f disease or infirmity, in all 
matters relating to the reproductive system and its processes. Reproductive health  
therefore implies that people are able to have a satisfying and safe sex  life and that 
they have the capability to reproduce and the freedom to decide if, when, and h o w  
often to  do so .”_The. definition goes on say that it also implies inform ation and access 
to fam ily planning methods o f their choice. A brief summary o f the ICPD’s recommen­
dations, adopted by the Panel on  Reproductive H ealth o f the Com m ittee on Population  
established by the National Research Council, specifies three requirements o f reproduc­
tive health: “ 1. Every sex act should be free o f coercion and infection. 2 . Every preg­
nancy should be intended. 3. Every birth should be healthy.” See A m y O. Tsui, Judith 
N . W asserheit, and John G. H aaga, eds., R e p r o d u c tiv e  H e a lth  in  D e v e lo p in g  C o u n tr ie s  
(W ashington, D.C.: N ational Academy Press, 1997), 1 3 -1 4 .
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by no means limited to, literacy and basic mathematical and scientific 
training. Being able to use imagination and thought in connection with 
experiencing and producing self-expressive works and events of one’s 
own choice, religious, literary, musical, and so forth. Being able to use 
one’s mind in ways protected by guarantees of freedom of expression 
with respect to both political and artistic speech, and freedom of reli­
gious exercise. Being able to search for the ultimate meaning of life in 
one’s own way. Being able to have pleasurable experiences, and to avoid 
non-necessarv pain.
5. Emotions. Being able to have attachments to things and people outside 
ourselves; to love those who love and care for us, to grieve at their 
absence; in general, to love, to grieve, to experience longing, gratitude, 
and justified anger. Not having one’s emotional development blighted 
by overwhelming fear and anxiety, or by traumatic events of abuse or 
neglect. (Supporting this capability means supporting forms of human 
association that can be shown to be crucial in their development.)
6. Practical Reason. Being able to form a conception of the good and to 
engage in critical reflection about the planning of one’s life. (This entails 
protection for the liberty of conscience.)
7. Affiliation. A. Being able to live with and toward others, to recognize 
and show concern for other human beings, to engage in various forms 
of social interaction; to be able to imagine the situation of another and 
to have compassion for that situation; to have the capability for both 
justice and friendship. (Protecting this capability means protecting insti­
tutions that constitute and nourish such forms of affiliation, and also 
protecting the freedom of assembly and political speech.)
B. Having the social bases of self-respect and non-humiliation; being 
able to be treated as a dignified being whose worth is equal to that of 
others. This entails, at a minimum, protections against discrimination 
on the basis of race, sex, sexual orientation, religion, caste, ethnicity, or 
national origin.84 In work, being able to work as a human being, exer-
84 This provision  is based on the Indian Constitution, Article 15, w hich  adds (as I would) 
that this sh ou ld  not be taken to prevent governm ent from  enacting measures to correct 
the history o f  discrimination against w om en and against the scheduled tribes and 
castes. N ondiscrim ination  on the basis o f  sexual orientation is not guaranteed by the 
Indian C onstitu tion , and in earlier versions o f the list I did not include it, judging that 
there w as so  little consensus on this item , especially in India, that its inclusion might 
seem prem ature — although at the sam e time I stressed the fact that I believe it to  be
79
WOMEN AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
cising practical reason and entering into meaningful relationships of mu­
tual recognition with other workers.
8. Other Species. Being able to live with concern for and in relation to 
animals, plants, and the world of nature.85
9* Play. Being able to laugh, to play, to enjoy recreational activities.
10 . Control over One’s Environment. A. Political. Being able to participate 
effectively in political choices that govern one’s life: having the right of 
political participation, protections of free speech and association.
B. Material. Being able to hold property (both land and movable goods), 
not just formally but in terms of real opportunirv; and having property 
rights on an equal basis with others; having the right to seek emplov- 
ment on an equal basis with others; having the freedom from unwar­
ranted search and seizure.86
implied by a right to nondiscrimination on the basis of sex. since I view  sexual­
orientation discrimination as a means of shoring up binary divisions between the sexes 
that are implicated in sex  discrimination. See the Introduction and Chapter 7 in my 
S ex  a n d  S o c ia l J u s tic e . This year, however, the controversy over die disruption of the 
fem inist film F ire  has led to much more discussion o f sexual orientation in the Indian 
media, and to a public recognition by feminists and other liberal thinkers o f the impor­
tant links between these issues and w o m en s full equality. I therefore think it no longer 
premature to add this item to a cross-cultural list that is expected to com m and an 
overlapping consensus. I shall discuss this issue further in Chapter 4.
85 -In terms o f cross-cultural development, this has been the most controversial item on
the list: see Chapter 2  for further discussion. Government can do quite a lot about this 
capability, through its choices o f poliq r regarding endangered species, the health and 
life o f animals, and the ecology. Norway, for example, places tremendous emphasis on  
this capability. In O slo one may build only within five miles of the coast; past that 
“ forest line,” the inland mountainous region is kept free o f habitation to preserve 
spaces for people to enjoy solitude in the forest, a central sspecz o f this capability, as 
N orw egians specify it. ..
86 ASD argued that property rights are distinct from, for example, speech rights, in the 
sense th a t property is a tool o f human functioning and not an end in itself. The current 
version o f  the list still insists that more property is not ipso facto better, but it expands 
the role o f property rights, seeing the intimate relationship between property rights and 
self-definition: see Chapter 2  for further discussion. M ost obviously, property rights 
should n o t  be allocated on a sex-discriminatory basis, as they currently are under some 
o f the systems o f  personal law  in India. But it is-a lso  important to th ink  o f their 
absolute value, asT upportkforiothervaluabieT orm s ofT um an functioning. Thus all 
citizens should have som e property, real or movable, in their ow n names. The amount 
requisite w ill properly be deliberated by each state in the light or its econom ic situation. 
Land is frequently a particularly valuable source1 o f self-defimtion. bargaining power, 
and econom ic sustenance, so one might use theJist to justify land reforms that appro­
priate' surplus lancFfrom the rich in order to  give th e pborsomerhing to ca ll their  own.- 
For exam ple, the reform in W est Bengal to o k w ea lth y  landowners’ second hom es for 
this purpose. See alscrCHR:
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BACK TO THE KITCHEN !!!
T -‘1
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A PPE N D IX -IV
While discussing the values and beliefs of human beings, I had many exchanges on 
spirituality with Eric Brymer, a doctoral degree researcher in the Faculty of Education, 
University o f Wollongong. Eric started drawing the values and beliefs, and I continued 
them. What emerged at a later stage was my cultural-spiritual location in life -  trying to 
live openness, kindness, goodwill, humility, sincerity, sharing, giving, respect, Oneness, 
love, beauty, simplicity, awareness, integrity.
I also came up with two images, representing my worldview at this stage of my life.
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